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Abstract 
Today, institutionalised discourses 
surrounding heritage have social and 

physical impacts, with the potential to 
lead to a break between inhabitants’ 
collective memory of popular 

neighbourhoods, and their transforming 
territories. In this context, the action of 

dominant groups can lead, through 
oppression, manipulation or threat, to 
erasing inhabitants’ memories and 

everyday artefacts. However, the place 
itself, the physical medium of identity and 

memory, both collective and individual, 
allows inhabitants to resist a series of 
violent changes which affect them 

permanently. 
 
Consequently, this thesis explores the 

interaction between collective memory, 
urban landscape, films and resistance; 

particularly how certain spaces and spatial 
practices considered as popular places of 
memory resist the city’s transformations. 

The research was conducted in the 
Historic Centre of Mexico City (HCMC), 

and considers this famous perimeter as a 
good laboratory for analysing “memory” 
struggles. Directly related to this 

“concrete city”, the research focusses on 
a body of films produced in Mexico City 

between 1919 and 1995 by Mexican 
cinema, and reveals another city, the 
“cinematographic city.”  

 

Résumé 
Aujourd’hui, les discours institutionnels sur le 
patrimoine ont un impact social et physique 
capable d’entraîner une coupure entre la mémoire 
collective des habitants des quartiers populaires et 
leurs territoires en transformation. Dans ce 
contexte, l’action des groupes dominants peut 
aboutir, par l’oppression, la manipulation ou la 
menace, à l’effacement de la mémoire de ces 
habitants et de leurs artefacts ordinaires. 
Cependant, le lieu, support physique de la 
mémoire et de l’identité collective comme 
individuelle, permet aux habitants de résister à 
une série de changements violents qui les affectent 
durablement. 
 
Par conséquent, cette thèse explore l’interaction 
entre la mémoire collective, le paysage urbain, les 
films et la résistance ; en particulier, comment 
certains espaces et pratiques spatiales considérés 
comme les lieux de mémoires des secteurs 
populaires résistent aux transformations de la 
ville. Menée dans le Centre Historique de Mexico 
(CHM), la thèse considère ce périmètre connu 
internationalement comme un laboratoire 
d’analyse des luttes « mémorielles ». En lien 
direct avec cette ville « concrète », le travail de 
recherche s’intéresse à un corpus de films produits 
entre 1919 et 1995 par le cinéma mexicain 
révélant une autre ville, la « ville 
cinématographique ».  
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Relying mainly on visual methods and 

qualitative analysis of films and interviews 
(mainly interviewees’ mental maps), I 

compare research results with other 
sources, notably from history and 
urbanism. This thesis considers that the 

films, while revealing a socially complex 
“cinematographic city”, are foremost a 

major expression of past popular culture, 
and that the participants’ mental maps 
exposing the “concrete city” are present 

forms of social representations. 
  
These cities result from the multi-

temporal construction of the urban, 
within which the “montage” of 

landscapes varies with the passage of 
time, and the meaning of each change 
opposes or overlaps the others (in their 

spatial dimensions and their social and 
political significance). The thesis thus 

identifies different types of landscapes 
inscribed in this palimpsest that 
constitutes the territory of the HCMC, 

and proves that, although the meanings 
evolve with time, none of them 

completely disappears; on the contrary, 
they always coexist.  
 

Many places of memory exist: on the one 
hand, the spatial typologies attributed to 

popular groups – the “Profane Heritage” 
– and on the other hand, spaces imposed 
by dominant power structures – the 

official history adopted by force by all the 
city’s inhabitants.  

En recourant principalement aux méthodes 
visuelles, à l’analyse qualitative de ces films et 
à des entretiens et cartes mentales des 
interviewé-e-s, la recherche confronte ses 
résultats avec d’autres sources, notamment de 
l’histoire et de l’urbanisme. La thèse considère 
que les premières sources, les films donc, tout en 
révélant une « ville cinématographique » 
socialement complexe, sont d’abord une 
expression majeure des cultures populaires du 
passé et que les cartes mentales donnant à voir 
une « ville concrète » sont plutôt des formes de 
représentations sociales du présent. 
 
Ces « villes » résultent de la fabrique urbaine 
multi-temporelle dans laquelle s’opère le 
« montage » des paysages variant avec le 
passage du temps et dont la signification de 
chacun contredit ou se superpose aux autres: 
aussi bien dans leurs dimensions spatiales que 
dans leur signification sociale et politique. La 
thèse identifie ainsi différents types de paysages 
inscrits dans le palimpseste que constitue le 
territoire du CHM, et prouve que, si les 
significations évoluent avec le temps, aucune ne 
s’efface jamais complètement et, au contraire, 
qu’elles cohabitent toujours. 
 
Il existe de multiples lieux de mémoire : d’une 
part, des typologies spatiales attribuées aux 
groupes populaires, le « patrimoine profane », 
et d’autre part, des espaces imposés par les 
structures de pouvoir dominantes et l’histoire 
officielle qu’elles forces l’ensemble des habitants 
de la ville à adopter.  
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These places differ as much in their 

specific sociability as they do in the 
physical elements and formal qualities 

transmitted to the inhabitants. Thus a 
concordance appears between the 
characterisation of the past and the 

present. Even after their complete or 
partial disappearance from the tangible 

world, popular places of memory retain 
their ability to resurface, concretely or 
cinematically. 

 
Despite this, in the context of the most 
recent urban and architectural projects 

concerning the HCMC, all the places of 
memory, expecially those informally 

recognised by the population, are in 
danger of disappearing. This thesis shows 
that, faced with this programmed erasure, 

resistance is organised through a network 
of tactics that manifest in a silent way, 

hidden, as an essential part of everyday 
life. These tactics are spacialised in places 
of memory by means of particular devices 

(minuscule, nostalgic and subaltern) 
which endure, allowing the poorest 

inhabitants to continue to create in the 
heart of the city and history the defence 
mechanisms of their memories – resistant 

memory, memory to resist. 
 

Keywords: Collective Memory, Films, 

Visual methods, Resistance, Historic 

Centre of Mexico City. 

 

Ces lieux se différencient pourtant, tant par 
leurs sociabilités spécifiques que par les éléments 
physiques et les qualités formelles transmis aux 
habitants. Ainsi, une concordance apparaît 
entre la caractérisation du passé et du présent. 
Même après leur complète ou partielle 
disparition du monde tangible, les lieux de 
mémoire populaires gardent leur capacité à 
resurgir, concrètement ou 
cinématographiquement. 
 
Malgré ça, dans le contexte des projets urbains 
et architectoniques les plus récents concernant le 
CHM, tous les lieux de mémoire, ceux 
informellement reconnus par les classes 
populaires plus encore, sont menacés de 
disparaître. La thèse montre alors que, face à 
cet effacement programmé, la résistance 
s’organise : au travers d’un réseau de tactiques 
qui se manifestent de manière silencieuse, 
occulte, comme partie essentielle de la vie 
quotidienne. Ces tactiques se spatialisent dans 
les lieux de mémoire au moyen de dispositifs 
particuliers (minuscules, nostalgiques et 
subalternes) qui perdurent en permettant 
quand même aux plus démunis de créer au cœur 
de la ville et de l’histoire les mécanismes de 
défense de leur mémoires, mémoires résistantes, 
mémoires pour résister. 
 
Mots-clés : mémoire collective, films, 

méthodes visuelles, résistance, Centre 

Historique de Mexico. 
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Preface 
 “Memory is the most faithful of films—the only one that can register at any height, and right up the very 
moment of the death. But who can fail to see the difference between memory and that objective image that 

gives eternal substance?” (Bazin, [1958]1967, p. 163). 
 

Learning from Guatemala 

The Historic Centre of Guatemala City was founded in the 18th century, after the 

earthquakes of Santa Marta in 1773 that destroyed the former capital of the Kingdom of 

Guatemala, Santiago de los Caballeros de Guatemala, known today as Antigua Guatemala. Due to 

constant earthquakes (as well as for other reasons and interests), the government of the 

time decided to move the capital of the kingdom to a new location, founding the Nueva 

Guatemala de la Asunción. The objective behind this move was to recreate the old city and its 

peripheral towns (where the popular sector usually lived) in a new territory. That is, the 

distribution of space would be the same as in the destroyed city, placing its inhabitants and 

the buildings in the same spatial arrangements. 

 

This project aimed to maintain, copy and transfer in some way the existing links between 

the city and its inhabitants. The reason behind it was to convince its inhabitants to move 

without losing the social hierarchy (centre vs periphery) as well as the control of the old 

colonial city. As is well known, this project could not be carried out exactly as it was 

proposed, since the blocks were made in larger dimensions, and neither the inhabitants, nor 

the government and religious dependencies, occupied exactly the same spaces. Even so, I 

was struck by the intention and concern of planners and inhabitants to maintain the 

memory of the city and its existing social relations. However, in general, few Guatemalans 

know this connection between the two cities Antigua Guatemala is a historic world heritage 

site, characterised as a city of colonial ruins. Paradoxically, its abandonment and destruction 

allowed its conservation. Currently, the space is generally considered to be for recreation 

and entertainment. The Historic Centre of Guatemala City is a highly commercial place, 

but despite the rehabilitation plans, it is still considered an area of danger and violence. 

There are still traces1 and fragments of connection between the old city and the new one, 

but in general, despite a supposed spatial similarity, they have generated very different 

perceptions and memories. 

                                                
1 For example, the celebration of the Jocotenango Fair in Guatemala City, a festival that originated in the town of 
Jocotenango located near Antigua Guatemala and is now celebrated in the Historic Center of Guatemala City. 
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During my university studies, when I became interested in historical spaces, I did not 

understand how a place like the Historic Centre, with so much historical and architectural 

wealth, could be found in a supposed state of abandonment: deteriorated houses, divided 

buildings, street vendors that occupied the main avenues, etc. What I did know is that many 

Guatemalans yearned for the lost city, the city that my great-grandparents, grandparents 

and parents used to tell stories of. Especially in my family, where we shared stories between 

five generations, it was very common for my great-grandmothers to narrate their anecdotes 

of the city. Some had lived there, while others visited occasionally in trips from my 

hometown, Jutiapa. That is, their experiences were different, but they liked to remember 

together their visits to the Sexta (one of the main avenues). My grandparents and my parents 

also used to tell stories of their childhood and adulthood, from their most trivial visits, to 

the darkest events, such as the bombs that exploded during the civil war. 

 

Despite having different backgrounds, I realised that friends and acquaintances shared the 

same memories, even though we had not experienced the safe Historic Centre where our 

great-grandparents, grandparents and parents used to live, shop, walk and eat. They all 

referred to its glorious days as a popular place where everyone worked, lived and walked 

quietly without apparent trouble. It was the place of convents and traditional churches, 

markets, cinemas, passages, etc. The Civil War and abandonment had damaged it, yet we 

inherited an image and knowledge of a shared Historic Centre – that is, a collective memory. 
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Fig. 0.3 Historic Centre of Guatemala City, September 5, 1980 
Jorge Palmieri, 1980 
Source: http://www.jorgepalmieri.com/2013/09/05/terrorismo-de-hoy-hace-33-anos/ 
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From Memory to Film, From Guatemala to Mexico and Vice Versa  

Collective memory is expressed through different mediums, inspiring paintings, novels, 
stories and even movies, such as Septiembre, un llanto en el silencio (Muller, 2017). This fictional 
film by director and screenwriter Kenneth Muller is based on the tragic story of his brother, 
who became deaf after a guerrilla attack during the ’80s in Guatemala City, when a bomb 
exploded on the bus in which they were travelling.  
 
Films function as memory-images, but at the same time, they show different perceptions 
of spaces, and even have the capacity to modify them, as well as the meanings associated 
with them. To illustrate, I will take an example of an internationally known film whose 
initial scenes take place in the Historic Centre of Mexico City. This film begins with a 
famous English secret agent in search of an Italian assassin. The introductory scene takes 
place mostly in Tacuba street, situated in the west of the Historic Centre of Mexico City, 
moving into the parade of the Day of the Dead, with monumental floats full of skulls and 
skeletons, accompanied by hundreds of people disguised as catrines—a typical Mexican 
character. On the same street, arriving at the Plaza de Tolsa, is the famous statue of “El 
Caballito” (In fact, Carlos IV of Spain), and some monumental buildings (Palacio de Minería, 
Palacio de la Secretaria de Comunicaciones and Obras Publica, Palacio Postal, etc.). While at the 
sound of the drums the people move, dance and continue the parade, the camera films in 
close-up one of the attendees, disguised as a catrín with a white suit, moving in the opposite 
direction to the parade. Suddenly a couple appears in the scene – a man and woman, also 
disguised with skull masks. They are aware of this character in white, and also walking in 
the opposite direction, enter a nearby building. The interior, a hotel, showing art-nouveau 
decorations in wrought iron and a picturesque glass roof, is recognisably the interior of the 
Gran Hotel de Ciudad de México. The couple crosses the hotel, takes the elevator and finally 
arrives at the hotel room, discovering that behind one of the masks is: James Bond. 
 
After a passionate kiss, his companion lies on the bed, and the secret agent Bond, cold and 
distant, decides to put on his typical elegant suit. With weapons in hand, he goes out of the 
window to fulfil his mission. He exits through the roofing of the hotel and adjacent 
buildings in search of his goal, and arrives at the façade of an old and dilapidated building, 
inside which is the character in a white suit (an Italian delinquent) and his henchmen. Bond 
has them in the sights of his gun; he starts an altercation. After a few shots, the building 
explodes and begins to collapse, and with it, the nearby buildings. As the fight scene 
continues, the Italian and Bond arrive at the main square (Zócalo) running among the 
people through a wide street where the cathedral and other buildings will appear. 
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Fig. 0.4 Day of the Dead Parade in Spectre 007 
(Mendes, 2015) 
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Fig. 0.5 Day of the Dead Parade  
Secretaría de Cultura Ciudad de México, 2017 
Retrieved from: https://www.flickr.com/photos/culturacdmx/26246367829/in/photostream/ 

 

 

  



 xxxvi 

Their fight takes them to the heart of the historic centre in a helicopter. Alternating between 
the fight and the urban environment, scenes of the centre are shown from the top of the 
helicopter, while people shout and run from danger. After several acrobatics, the always 
audacious protagonist overcomes his enemies, and seizes the helicopter and a mysterious 
ring, which will give rise to the rest of the story in the film. 
 
In these initial scenes of the film Spectre 007 directed by Sam Mendes and released in 2015, 
several symbolic and spatial elements appear that reveal the identity of the site. The Plaza 
de Tolsa, the Gran Hotel de Ciudad de México, the Zócalo, the allegory and folklore of the Day 
of the Dead (yet mixed with a kind of Brazilian Carnival), etc.  
 
The film as a representation of the city is full of meanings, and has the ability to modify the 
structuring and use of space. In fact, in this short scene, Tacuba Street shows facades of 
buildings that do not exist there, nor anywhere else (they are a composite of other nearby 
buildings). The Gran Hotel de Ciudad de México, where James Bond and his partner are staying, 
is located near the Zócalo and not on the street suggested. The street where the fight 
continues towards the Zócalo, as the protagonist at the end of the street faces the facade of 
the cathedral, is the 20 Noviembre Avenue at south of the Zócalo, a street whose location is 
completely different to that suggested, going from the west to the south of the territory. 
Equally important is the parade, that up until 2015 did not exist in the Historic Centre—
although it is true this celebration is very important for Mexicans, and there are folk 
celebrations such as this that take place in the city of Patzcuaro in the state of Michoacán. 
 
Although all these spatial factors mentioned in the film could go unnoticed by spectators 
in general, even for some Mexicans and/or experts of the Historic Centre, the impact of 
the parade in the film was such that, from 2016, it was recreated by inhabitants with the 
same international folklore exhibited in the film—reminiscent of the Rio parades. It has 
even allowed the government to strengthen Mexican identity by differentiating the 
commemoration of the Day of the Dead from the globalized Halloween. 
 

As French film critic and film theorist André Bazin asked at the end of the 1950s, what is 

the difference between memory and the film? The first example I have given was the 

memory of my Guatemalan community, suggesting that the literal physical copy of a city is 

totally fictitious, since almost nobody remembers it. However, we built a new memory that 

we inherited, and that inspired a fictional film. On the other hand, the Bond film set in 

México shows a fictional copy of a historical site, featuring important places and symbols 
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of identity (such as the Zócalo). Those reflect some current social practices, as well as a 

fictitious tradition that finally became true, and is now part of contemporary 

commemoration events linked to memory and indigenous traditions. 

 

For me it is not simply a matter of setting the concrete world and the fictional world against 

each other, since both eventually turn out to be realities. Both reflect the construction of 

the city and the memories that social groups acquire, share and transmit about urban spaces. 

But what would result from cross-linking both registers (fictional and actual)? This curiosity 

is born precisely from the nature of the city, the transformation of space and the ambition 

to recover the historic cities. Both city centres mentioned above have been the subject of 

urban plans and strategies that seek to reconstruct the image of the lost historic centre, 

which perhaps never existed. 

 

This attempt to reconstruct the lost city involves a series of negotiations regarding the 

meanings of place. The populace tends to be understood, because of their social practices, 

as threatening to the historical fabric, due to their chaos and their lack of traditional 

monumental aestheticism. Although popular groups have long been present in the history 

of the city, management plans and architectural tools tend not to take them into account. 

Rather, planning generates a sweeping displacement that deletes all possible reference to, 

or footprints left by, the group unless these traces can prove profitable. This leads me to 

two key questions: What are the places of collective memory for the local population? And 

secondly, confronting these socio-spatial transformations, do they and their collective 

memory have the capacity to resist?  

 

The Thesis 

In the following thesis I aim to illuminate this problem of the city, with respect to the 

oppression, manipulation and threat of erasure of popular memory, specifically those 

attached to the Historic Centre of Mexico City (HCMC). Using films as a methodological 

tool, as well as a means of expressing cultural models rooted in the spatiality of a certain 

period, allows me to establish which sites have been constructed as places of collective, 

popular memory. That is to say, my research explores films as memory-images of the city, 

revealing artefacts of popular memory that are usually repressed by urban and architectural 

plans, especially in restoration projects. For that reason, I have selected a series of Mexican 

films between 1919 and 1995. In addition, in order to know their capacity for resistance, I 
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conducted a series of interviews (including mental maps)2 with different actors in the 

historic city centre, who contribute their collective memories and the places within which 

these memories are embodied. With these ideas in mind, this thesis consists of seven 

essential parts.  

 

In the first chapter, I introduce the research, outline its central problem, and explain the 

theoretical concepts I will discuss. In addition, I will specify why I chose particular case 

studies for inclusion, as well as the objectives and research questions that guide this thesis. 

 

The second chapter describes the conceptual framework on which my research is based, 

allowing me to explore in depth topics such as collective memory, the urban landscape, 

threats to the historical urban fabric, strategies of resistance to this threat, and how film 

operates in these contexts. 

 

The third chapter explains the use of different examples, especially visual examples, 

defining two parallel objects of study that allow me to investigate and question the places 

of memory for local populations, and their capacity for resistance. My two objects of study 

are the concrete city and the cinematographic city. I understand films as virtual and mental 

maps which, together with filmic discourses and the testimonies of interviewees, represent 

space and allow me to locate places of memory. 

 

The fourth chapter gives a historical framework for the case study, the Historic Centre of 

Mexico City, which as an architect and urban planner, is useful to understand the current 

state of the city and its historical development. I argue that urban plans that have been 

executed from a patrimonial perspective, which carries repercussions for sites belonging to 

popular memory. 

 

The fifth chapter shows the results of my filmic analysis at both the macro and micro scale. 

First, I analyse which sites gathered importance in the urban context, through the use of 

mapping. I also observe what types of places were used and their possible connection with 

                                                
2 Which were carried out in the context of the Project, “Controversial Mapping Memories in the Historic Urban 
Landscape: A Multidisciplinary Study of Beijing, Mexico City and Rome”. A project directed by the École polytechnique 
fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL) and the Haute École spécialisée de Suisse occidentale (HES-SO). In the case of Mexico City, 
the research group was coordinated by Dr. Martha de Alba, Social Psychologist of the Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, 
Unidad Iztapalapa. 
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the discourses of the time. At the micro scale, I select the relevant places of memory for 

the local population, referring to how they have been used and represented in discourses, 

as well as through the use of film frames. Through a visual analysis I show their similarities 

and differences across different periods of time, revealing their visual and social 

characteristics. 

 

In chapter six, I analyse the interviews conducted by me and the Mexican research team, as 

well as the mental maps interviewees used to represent the city, alongside cinematographic 

images. I compare the places of memory with their filmic representations, as well as current 

conceptions of these spaces: how do places of memory resist urban transformations? 

 

Finally, in the conclusion, I answer the research questions raised at the beginning of this 

work, and discuss the results. I include the maps I have made based on films and mental 

maps in the appendix.  
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1 Introduction 

Problem Statement 

The memory embodied in urban space is a negotiation ground on which dominant groups 

impose their version of the past, pretending to obliterate alternative versions, especially 

those belonging to the local community.40 

 

Urban landscapes, as social and political constructions, record traces of time and space, 

evidencing cultural transformations. They are therefore charged with significance and 

meaning, and support community identity (Osborne, 2001). This identity is based in the 

fact that the physical environment acts as a mnemonic device within which different social 

groups keep their memory. In the context of rapid and uncontrolled urbanisation, 

heterogeneous populations share a dense and limited living space, experiencing the 

impacts of so-called globalisation, such as social segregation, spatial fragmentation, 

economic inequality, cultural discrimination, etc. Therefore, issues related to identity-

making and manners of appropriation have become relevant. 

 

The term memory is conventionally applied to “oral, visual, ritual and bodily practices through 

which a community’s collective remembrance of the past is produced or sustained” (Connerton, 1989 in 

Linke, 2001, p. 2219). At the beginning of the 20th century, the French sociologist Maurice 

Halbwachs defined the multiple dimensions of what he called collective memory (Halbwachs, 

1925, 1941, 1950). Using three principal arguments, he showed the role played by spatial 

frameworks in the remembering process. Groups retrieve their memory within the shape 

they have given their environment; there is a constitutive interaction between the social 

structure and the material configuration of the city. Spatial context provides a feeling of 

group stability and continuity (Jodelet, 2013, p. 6).  

 

                                                
40 I understand popular groups, or the local population, in two senses. Firstly, I recognize popular culture “that which is 
organically assimilated to the behavior and / or vision of the majority classes.”(Monsiváis, 1978, p. 98). Secondly, I link popular 
culture surrounding contested sites to “a variety of social groups which, although differing from one another in other 
respects (their class position or the particular struggles in which they are most immediately engaged), are distinguished 
from the economically, politically and culturally powerful groups within society and are hence potentially capable of 
being united - of being organised into 'the people versus the power bloc' - if their separate struggles are connected, 
concerned, to talk about the everyday terrain of people without being sure who the people are, that is, without deciding 
ahead of time and once and for all who is being referred to by the term ‘people.’”(Bennett, Mercer, & Woollacott, 1986, 
p. 20) 
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Within this framework, the city, or built environment, can be considered as a form of 

memory. Collective memory studies became a discipline in France in the 1980s, drawing 

on the seminal work of Pierre Nora, in which he made a typological analysis, Les Lieux de 

mémoire (places of memory), considering a range of heritage sites as supporters of identity 

(Nora, 1984).   

 

The term heritage usually refers to “valued objects and qualities such as historic buildings and 

cultural traditions that have been passed down from previous generations” (The Oxford English 

Dictionary, n.d.). Thus, due to its symbolic value and its permanence in time, multiple 

architectural artefacts and social practices are placed under the label of heritage. Heritage 

is considered a kind of social symbolism that transmits and maintains the collective 

memory. 

 

However, our contemporary cities, and especially historic urban spaces, have to counter 

threats including the violence produced by urban planning. The term “violence of 

urbanisation” refers to the impact of the rapid, radical transformation of cities through 

the introduction of mega-projects into the spatial and social environment (Pedrazzini, 

Vincent-Geslin, & Thorer, 2014). These violently impose new lifestyles that result in the 

marginalisation of the poorer population, and a strengthening of social control (ibid).   

 

In the context of historic cities, this type of violence includes both modernization—which 

presages the imminent destruction of urban landmarks—and the discourse of heritage 

itself—which usually imposes a dominant and hegemonic vision regarding the historic 

space. Over the last few decades, our understanding of heritage has been open to debate. 

Academics have questioned interpretations that stress the tangible aesthetic attractiveness 

of material objects (Choay, 2009; Fabre, 2009; Gillman, 2006; Veschambre, 2008). This is 

mainly due to the fact that everything considered as heritage has to be monumental, 

exceptional or aesthetically extraordinary, according to the idea that those characteristics 

are basically the most representative of our societies. This ideology has extended into 

different spheres via legislative bodies of international conventions, charters and 

recommendations regarding the Historic Urban Landscape41.  

                                                
41 This Recommendation defines the Historic Urban Landscape as: “…the urban area understood as the result of a 
historic layering of cultural and natural values and attributes, extending beyond the notion of “historic centre” or 
“ensemble” to include the broader urban context and its geographical setting. ..This wider context includes notably the 
site’s topography, geomorphology, hydrology and natural features, its built environment, both historic and 
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UNESCO’s 2011 recommendation regarding the historic city presents difficulties both in 

theory and in practice as a conservation tool (Lalana Soto, 2017; Sonkoly, 2012). 

UNESCO stresses through this recommendation the possibility that many observers can 

unify various levels of interest (inhabitants, local authorities, national authorities, experts, 

etc.) that interact in historic cities (Bandarin & Oers, 2012) – but the dominant groups 

have the easiest access to money, that shapes the urban landscape. UNESCO’s proposed 

flexibility allows a free interpretation of the application, risking the exclusion of other 

forms of heritage and memory. The potential impacts of this recommendation were 

scrutinised in the research project Mapping Controversial Memories in the Historic Urban 

Landscape: A Multidisciplinary Study of Beijing, Mexico City and Rome.42 My thesis is largely 

supported by this project, in which I have had the opportunity to actively participate. This 

project demonstrated that implementation of this recommendation is confusing. It is 

diluted through political processes, from international legislation to local actors, and still 

does not play an active role. 

 

Nevertheless, this project, as well as work by other scholars, has argued that banal and 

vernacular structures, belonging to the activities and habits of daily life, also provide social 

groups with a sense of identity (Smith, 2010) and could be recognised as mnemonic 

elements of social life (Hebbert, 2005; Linke, 2001). Within this context it is necessary to 

establish a theoretical-spatial framework allowing us to identify this “profane heritage”43 

as well as the social and visual characteristics it contains. It has been taken for granted 

that architectural monuments signify national or aristocratic heritage, without considering 

the possibility that they can also function as containers of popular memory that challenge 

the power of dominant groups. 

 

 

 

                                                
contemporary, its infrastructures above and below ground, its open spaces and gardens, its land use patterns and spatial 
organization, perceptions and visual relationships, as well as all other elements of the urban structure. It also includes 
social and cultural practices and values, economic processes and the intangible dimensions of heritage as related to 
diversity and identity.” (UNESCO, 2011). 
42 Funded by Swiss Network for International Studies (SNIS) and directed by Florence Graezer Bideau. Martha de 
Alba was the main coordinator of the Mexican team.  
43 Refers to physical ordinary, popular or poor elements or artefacts that do not comply with the sacred or aesthetic 
principles imposed by the traditional understanding of heritage 
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Concerning urban heritage, there are various issues with the conservation of historic 

districts, but the main challenges exist around tourism activity and its related practices of 

commoditization and museification of heritage (Rajagopalan, 2012), because such 

processes have strong impacts on local spaces and communities (Andris & Graezer, 2014; 

Graham B., Ashworth G. & Tunbridge J., 2000). Such practices produce drastic changes 

in the social context such as eviction, demolition, displacement or gentrification.  

 

These processes are accompanied at the same time by narrative structures which, due to 

their selective character, tend to obscure the sensation of memory, its manners, acts of 

remembrance, and its performativity too. Therefore, these narratives do not reflect the 

cultural and social experience of different groups, modifying the image of the city and the 

understanding of its landscape, and consequently of inhabitants’ identity. This vision of 

space menaces other forms of cultural expression, usually those that come from the 

populace and their memories. This translates into representations and actions that 

oppress, manipulate and threaten to erase popular memory.  

 

In this context, residents are at constant risk of losing their historic traditions and everyday 

practices that are not recognised by the “authorised discourse of heritage”,44 as well as 

their cultural differentiation, the uniqueness of their landscape and, in consequence, the 

identity of their cities. Obviously, heritage, as a selective process of legitimisation based 

on the recovery of the past, generates confrontational processes which popular groups 

resist. In this framework some study of resistance seems necessary: resistance can be 

expressed through ordinary practices challenging demonstrations of power, the 

transformation of space or struggles for the recognition of popular heritage (Certeau & 

Mayol, 1980; Graezer Bideau, 2004; Pedrazzini, 2005; Robinson, 2006; Scott, 1985, 1989).  

  

                                                
44 The authorized discourse on heritage refer to “Western discourse…that works to naturalize a range of assumptions 
about the nature and meaning of heritage. Although this discourse is inevitably changing and developing, and varies in 
different cultural contexts and over time, there is nonetheless a particular focus and emphasis – primarily the attention 
it gives to ‘things’… and also a professional discourse that privileges expert values and knowledge about the past and 
its material manifestations, and dominates and regulates professional heritage practices.” (Smith, 2010, p. 4) 
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That is to say, not in the traditional way, as a social movement, but in its silent 

manifestation as part of the ordinary routine of life, constituting the arena of the city in 

which subjectivity is moulded and dominant discourses are performed. However, too little 

research has been done on the connection between resistance and collective memory. 

 

Furthermore, collective memory is a particularly socio-spatial construction of the past, 

constituted in the present depending on current factors and characteristics, but with 

ambitions ambitions projecting into the future. This process is materialised through social 

representations constructed through symbols of what is absent; that is, it evokes meaning 

via a signifier (de Alba, 2016). These signifiers or places of memory are tangible artefacts 

(buildings, ruins, spatial footprints, informal structures etc.) and social practices 

(traditional festivals, rituals, commemorations, etc.). In addition, these are symbols of 

beliefs, images, emotions, myths and behaviours.  

 

This recognition of symbols has a social origin: it is shared by a group and has a historical 

nature, because symbols are built over time. It should be remembered that collective 

memory is not a simple phenomenon of social representation; it is constituted through 

communicative processes that are expressed and transmitted across generations. These 

processes of transmission are relevant because their contents can be manipulated by 

dominant groups to meet their production objectives. For instance, heritage discourses 

that commercialise historical spaces are distant from the memories and practices 

contributed by popular groups. Within this process of transmission and resistance, it is 

essential to understand how past generations have interpreted these places of memory 

that also generate today’s perception of urban landscapes. 
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For this purpose, I consider films a form of social representation of the city. Film is 

nourished by collective memory, and uses places of memory to give meaning and 

coherence to its cinematographic narrative, becoming a way of observing places in the 

past, including those that no longer exist. Collective memory uses different means to 

update itself, and works through the evocative appeal of images from the past, such as 

films. Due to their temporal nature, films become object and (at the same time) method, 

reaching past forms of representation from the present. That is to say that films, with 

appropriate contextualisation, can become a useful tool for studying the problematic 

present, functioning as a kind of flashback illuminating the present problem. They reveal 

the oppression, manipulation and threat of erasure of popular memories and their 

artefacts, as well as the capacity to resist the dominant discourses of urban landscapes.  

 

In addition, in terms of methodology and results, I consider films as social representations 

of past popular culture. All the interviews I conducted were with members of the local 

community. Therefore, this research approaches the subject from the ground up, giving 

new insights concerning conservation practices and their effects, including reflections on 

popular resistance and spatial justice. Hence, this research will contribute to the 

comprehension of heritage and collective memory, by giving value to popular 

architectural artefacts, and will therefore help to redefine strategies for reinforcing diverse 

identities. Consequently, these reflections will introduce new theoretical concepts as well 

as enhance urban and architectural theory.  

 

This innovative approach and methodology, combining films and interviews, allows us to 

visualise relationships between individuals and their territories, providing a new 

perspective on the social dimensions of cultural heritage. On a methodological level, this 

approach constitutes a new form for understanding the city’s urban memory, mapping 

the past, the present, and periods of transmission,using urban cinematics as a way into 

this subject.  
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Fig. 1.1 Scheme of Objectives 
LH 
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1.A.1 Historic Centre of Mexico City a laboratory for exploration 

Mexico City is one of the biggest cities in the world, with around 21 million inhabitants. 

At its heart is one of the oldest colonial cities on the American continent. It is also a 

landscape of cultural fusion, and, as a postcolonial city, it embodies the eradication of 

memory through urban planning. So far, I have discussed the general problem (of 

preserving popular memory) that this dissertation intends to address, and that my objects 

of study are historical spaces and films. I analyse the above-mentioned problem and its 

manifestations in the context of Mexico City, particularly in the territory recognised as 

the Historic Centre. 

 

Mexico has the peculiarity of being the country with the greatest number of registered 

sites on World Heritage List in Latin America and the Caribbean region. Mexico City has 

three registered sites, and the Historic Centre is one of them. Furthermore, this territory 

is one of the oldest colonial cities in the region, and is considered the largest of them by 

extension. The Historic Centre of Mexico City (HCMC) was one of the first to have a 

management plan, and Mexico is considered one of the leading countries in heritage 

conservation issues in Latin America. Therefore, their manner of dealing with their 

heritage resounds throughout the region.  

 

Similarly, Mexico has a vast film production industry, and was the predominant country 

in Spanish-language productions at the beginning of the 20th century. The history of 

Mexican cinema features a large number of films made in what was the old Mexico City. 

This site has inspired a broad category of popular characters who told their stories and 

vicissitudes in this space, especially in its cinematic rise in the 1940s and 50s – the period 

known as the golden age. 

 

For the reasons mentioned above, I consider this territory a perfect laboratory for 

analysing the central problem of my thesis. As with any location, it has particular problems 

associated with it, which adds complexity to my study. Nevertheless, I believe that this 

case study has global similarities, and that my results are also applicable in other historic 

spaces of Latin America. 
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Mexico City was founded by the Spaniards in the 16th century on top of the Aztec city of 

Tenochtitlan. The territory is a historical development formed by different processes of 

territorial markings based on ideologies and doctrines which governed the evolution and 

expansion of the city and, at the same time, created forms of segregation. From the 

beginning of its history, Mexico City had a large number of popular or working-class 

inhabitants. However, from the 19th century, most groups from affluent social classes 

began to migrate to other areas of the city, giving way to a greater number of inhabitants 

belonging to the popular classes, who became established in almost the whole territory, 

especially those Mexicans who had emigrated from rural areas, looking for a better future. 

Nevertheless, the territory maintained its characteristic commercial function, directed 

towards various social classes. 

 

During the 19th and 20th centuries the urban fabric of the city would undergo its greatest 

transformations, and in the 1950s, this area began to undergo a process of emptying. At 

the same time, in that decade, a clearing process began within what what formerly known 

as the Centre, which focused on destroying well-known herradura de tugurios (literally 

meaning ‘slum horseshoe’ because of its urban form). At the end of the 1960s, a large 

number of urban modifications took place throughout the city, and the historic Centre 

was no exception. It is worth mentioning that the HCMC would become a focus of 

attention for tourism, and with this, the first concerns about heritage arose, coinciding 

with the increase of global attention to heritage discourse, especially during Mexico’s 

hosting of the Olympic Games in 1968. 

 

At the end of the 1970s an underground city, the Mexico Tenochtitlan, was rediscovered 

due to the finding of the sculpture of Coyolxauhqui. This fact, alongside others, influenced 

the protection of the area, and in 1980 a decree established boundaries around the 

recognised property of the Historic Centre. These are divided through two perimeters, 

perimeter A and perimeter B (Fig. 1.2). This document does not specify the reasons for 

this double delimitation, but theoretically perimeter A coincides with the city at the end 

of the 18th century,45 while perimeter B coincides more or less with the first widening of 

the city in the 19th century (Victor Delgadillo, 2011). This territorial division implies that 

                                                
45  Specifically García Conde’s Plan of 1810 based on the surveys of 1796. 
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perimeter A has the majority of catalogued and ancient buildings, while perimeter B 

contains fewer catalogued buildings, and functions as a buffer area for perimeter A.  

 

Since 1980, the Mexico City government has applied different kinds of legal instruments 

for the conservation of the area. In 1987, perimeter A was listed (with Xochimilco) on 

the UNESCO World Heritage List, which reinforced the local discourse on intervention 

and protective measures.  

  

Over the last three decades, the discourse promoting rescue of the Historic Centre of 

Mexico City (HCMC) has been maintained, and several rescue programs have taken place, 

mainly in perimeter A. The legal organisation and differences in investment in the areas 

have created urban and social fragmentation, reinforcing social exclusion and changing 

the centre’s socioeconomic and cultural dynamics (de Alba, 2014; 2010; Delgadillo, 2011; 

2014). The HCMC is also affected by a series of problems typical of the enormous 

operation of Mexico City, such as traffic congestion, delinquency, poverty, and high 

commercial activity. From an urban management perspective, it is also highly complex 

due to the large number of institutions involved, as well as the great quantity of urban 

initiatives for planning and conserving the territory.46  

 

It is essential to mention that from the year 2000, new visions for the management of the 

territory arose and patrimonial discourse increased. Following heritage conservation 

principles, the local government started to intervene intensively in different sectors of the 

area, but this led to the denial of diverse sociocultural dynamics and associated memories, 

which substantially affected the meaning of the fragmented territory, as various research 

has shown (de Alba, 2004; 2009; 2010; Ávila et al., 2017; Coulomb, 2006; Delgadillo, 2011; 

2014; Melé, 2006; Rojas Alcayaga, 2015). In addition, the establishment of these 

perimeters and the implementation of legal instruments with differentiated ways of acting 

in space have produced unusual conceptions of the Centre, resulting in spatial segregation 

and fragmentation.  

 

 

                                                
46 For example, the fact that the territory is located in two different local demarcations known as delegations and that 
these are divided again into colonies, without coinciding with perimeters A and B. Similarly, the urban development 
plans of the territory are divided into three different partial plans that do not coincide with the delegations in their 
entirety or with the perimeters mentioned. 
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Fig. 1.2 Historic Centre of Mexico City since 1980 
LH 
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Objectives 

To date, a large number of research and projects have been conducted47 on collective 
memory, urban landscapes, the violence of urbanisation, resistance, and film. However, 
these investigations address the combination of two or three of these topics, and in 
general, they do not explore urban popular contexts alongside resistance, nor do they 
explore cinema as a mediator of collective memory. In order to fill these theoretical gaps, 
I will study the most recent historical territory of the Historic Centre of Mexico City and 
the films about it through different decades. My research has the following specific 
objectives: 
 

• Identify what types of urban and architectural elements, as well as social 

practices have been used to support collective memory for the populace through 
time. Explore this through the context of historical sites, their nature, and their 
possible connection with economic-political power. Consequently, visualise these 
urban landscapes and the meanings that have been structured around them 
through time, both in terms of their significance and their geographical location. 
 

• Analyse the visual and social characteristics of places collective memory 

through space and time, and their relationship with their urban contexts. 

Especially focus on their characteristics in cinematography and language. 

 

• Use films as a research tool to carry out a retrospective analysis of the city and 
address the transmission of collective memory. The film is a form of memory-
images of the city in which it is possible to observe places of memory, as well as 
the imaginary surrounding them, including their associations and forms of 
representation. 

 

• Understand the capacity for resistance in collective memory, as popular 

cultures face urban transformations and diverse political discourses through time, 

by contrasting current imaginaries from interviews with imaginaries constructed 

in the cinematographic context of the last century.  

                                                
47 Please see Chapter 2. 
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Research Questions 

To investigate collective memory in this multitemporal framework, it is necessary to 

clarify that in this investigation, the vision of the territory coincides with that proposed 

by André Corboz (1983) in his seminal work the “The Land as Palimpsest”. In this work, 

the territory is understood as a result of several processes, both spontaneous and planned, 

that affect the spatial and temporal plane. These processes allow the population to 

establish both a territory and an imagined territory (idem, p.18).  

 
In addition, I agree with what Sébastien Marot (2003) writes about the art of memory, 
arguing that everything that once existed in the psychic life never disappears. That is to 
say, there exists in the city a temporal thickness made up of psychic traces of the past. 
Starting from these ideas of multiple different writings on the same surface, and the 
possibility of the thickness of collective memory, I propose the following groups of 
questions: 
 
Collective Memory Spatialisation 

What spaces and practices can be considered places of popular collective memory? What 

collective memories are contained and promoted through official and popular sites? What 

visual and social characteristics do these places have? What types of urban landscapes 

does collective memory shape and construct?  

 

Transmission 

What sites of collective memory have been transmitted to us? Have these places of 

collective memory changed through time? What meanings do they transmit across 

different timeframes? How are elements of oblivion and physical destruction represented 

in collective memory? 

 

Resistance  

Does collective memory have the capacity to withstand the violence of urbanisation over 

time? What capacity do the places and practices associated with these memories have to 

resist urban transformation? Are there mechanisms that allow collective memory and the 

places that embodied them to resist urban transformations? 
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2 Literature Review 

The objective of this chapter is to present the conceptual framework that supports the 
method and theory of my research, thus articulating the main elements and concepts that 
make up the topics on which this research is based. 
 
The main topic of this investigation is the collective memory of popular groups in the 
context of the Historic Centre of Mexico City (HCMC) and their capacity to resist the 
violence of urbanisation that seeks to erase and destroy their places of memory. 
Therefore, my efforts in this chapter are based on a panorama of existing theoretical 
studies, exploring collective memory, urban landscapes, threats to the historic cities, 
strategies of resistance, and film. Responding to the objectives described in Chapter 1,48 
in this chapter I focus firstly on what I consider to be the general aspects of collective 
memory in an urban context, emphasising the space this memory inhabits/responds to 
and the processes of memory transmission. Secondly, collective memory works on an 
intangible plane of the city; although it is expressed through tangible elements and 
practices, these characteristics allow to build an imaginary around those practices which, 
at the same time, supports the identity of its inhabitants. For this reason, I consider it 
relevant to give a brief review of ideas concerning the meaning of the urban landscape.  
 
As my research is interested in the historic city, I will therefore address some threats to 
historic materials. In this section, I particularly argue that the set objectives of heritage 
conservation could become a means to destroy the places of memory of popular groups. 
In relation to the domination and threats these spaces can be subject to, the theme of 
resistance arises. In particular, I am interested in the spatialisation of resistance and the 
ordinary practices that popular groups use in order to preserve their memories. It is 
important to mention that this theme of resistance is interwoven with all the conceptual 
themes I consider, but here I reflect on it more broadly.  
 
Last, but not least, I examine some theoretical concepts of films in relation to the study 
of memory and the city, and explain how these supporting theories allow us to 
retrospectively visualise the urban landscape and places of memory, as well as the 
imaginary of the city. 
  

                                                
48 Please see page 14. 
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Collective Memory 

Although the study of memory has been ongoing for many centuries – for example, in 
the earliest text in archaic Greek culture, or in the French philosopher Jean-Baptiste de 
Boyer’s Mémoire des hommes in 1736 (Russell, 2006) – the modern concept of collective 
memory was defined for the first time by the sociologist Maurice Halbwachs at the 
beginning of the 20th century, in his posthumous work La mémoire collective (Halbwachs, 
1950). The term collective memory is conventionally applied to those “oral, visual, ritual 
and bodily practices through which a community’s collective remembrance of the past is 
produced or sustained” (Connerton, 1989 in Linke, 2001, p. 2219).  
 
Halbwachs’ work initiated a wide-ranging discussion regarding the competence of this 
concept, and the differences between collective memory and history. Halbwachs 
recognised history as “a collection of the most notable facts in the memory of man”: 

 
But past events read about in books and taught and learned in schools are selected, 
combined, and evaluated… General history starts only when tradition ends and the social 
memory is fading or breaking up. (Halbwachs, [1950]1980, p. 78) 

 
According to Halbwachs ([1950]1980)49, collective memory, on the other hand, does not 
involve a selection process, and has the capacity to give continuity to the past. Collective 
memory only retains that which the group’s consciousness capable of maintaining. 
 
In the 1980s, Pierre Nora delimited the function and roles of the terms ‘collective 
memory’ vs ‘history’. For Nora, history and collective memory work on two radically 
different registers, though both are closely related. Most importantly, history is supported 
by both collective and individual memory (Nora, 1989). Collective memory is the 
remembrance of the lived (or imagined) past carried by a group of living beings, who 
either experienced the remembered events, or received such remembrances from 
previous generations. This memory is emotional and susceptible to transformations and 
manipulations. On the other hand, history is always problematic and incomplete, a 
construction that has ceased to exist, but that has left traces. Although such traces can be 
controlled and compared, and are a reconstruction of what might have happened, they 
usually represent a bourgeois perspective on the past (ibid). 
 

                                                
49 English version.  
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While collective memory is a tradition centre, history shows a picture of events, 
which its frames are outside the groups’ lives and establish a break between those 
who are actors and those who read or learn history50 (Jodelet, 1993, p. 64) 

 
The above ideas contribute to the argument that collective memory, unlike the selectivity 

of history, allows by its nature the involvement of all groups, including those from 

popular, communal cultures. Yet although these two terms operate on different registers, 

they also tend to offer each other mutual support. That is to say that, in the present 

investigation, while history and collective memory are different, and I focus on collective 

memory, history is valuable in its interactive function, especially as a supporter of 

collective memory. 

 

2.A.1 Collective Memory and Space 

Halbwach’s work opened an important series of discussions regarding collective memory, 

one of which centred on its relationship with space. According to Halbwachs 

([1950]1980), the interaction between collective memory and urban spaces derives from 

the fact that all collective or individual memories are produced within specific space 

frameworks. For Maurice Halbwachs, this relationship is formed through significant 

events and/or through daily activities that have impacted on those spaces throughout 

history, the meanings of which have been transmitted through time. This consequently 

creates a sense of mutual interdependence between space and collective memory, because 

groups transform spaces in their own image and likewise adapt themselves to the shapes 

of spaces. This relationship allows the inhabitants to evoke memories, delimit the space 

and develop a sense of ownership, establishing a feeling of stability. Although Halbwachs 

does not concentrate on historic urban spaces or popular groups, he highlights the 

importance of observing these interactions in old neighbourhoods (Halbwachs, 1980 

[1950], p. 133). For him, the importance of this debate centres on understanding how the 

collective memory of a group is supported by spatial images (ibid).  

 

In the 1960s, the architect Aldo Rossi addressed this subject for the first time from the 

point of view of urbanism. He considers the city itself as a collective memory, arguing 

that, since memory is linked to events and places, the city is the locus of memory (Rossi, 

1984 [1966]). The relationship between this locus and its citizens forms the image and 

                                                
50 Own translation. 
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idea of the city. Therefore collective memory, as Rossi suggest, must be understood as 

the thread of transformation, the knowledge of the city’s architecture and the factor that 

allows us to understand the meaning of the urban structure (ibid). Although he mentions 

the importance of the inhabitants in his studies, he does not consider the social realm and 

the interaction of the city with its citizens. His idea that collective memory is impregnated 

with the impression of the city is useful to understand the concept of landscape that I will 

discuss later in this chapter.  

 

Furthermore, in the 1980s, the historian Pierre Nora tried to decipher the meaning of the 

relationship between collective memory and historic urban spaces through different 

volumes of his seminal work Les lieux de mémoire (Nora, 1984). He believes that much is 

said about memory because there is too little of it (Nora, 1989), and argues that the reason 

for this is that social ties and communities tend to disappear in the context of rapid 

urbanisation. What stands out in the city is individualism, and an extreme concern for 

present and hasty urban transformation. The importance or significance of collective 

memory and its relationship to urban space lies in the lieux de mémoire. These places of 

memory are spaces where the last remains of memory are readable before they disappear, 

before they become history, even though these spaces provide a sense of identity to the 

groups that live through them (ibid).  

 

Developing on Nora’s ideas, in the 1990s the urban historian Christine Boyer argued that 

modern memory is in crisis, and that the loss of a relationship with historic urban spaces 

is due to various spatial scenarios imposed during the 18th and 19th centuries. These 

scenarios have distorted the city’s images and representational forms; therefore the city is 

perceived as a fragmented space (Boyer, 2006 [1994]). In this context, Boyer highlighted 

that in present, historical spaces are taken out of their original context and, with the aim 

of preserving them, transformed into outdoor museums (ibid). Through this, collective 

memory and its spatial expression is fragmented and manipulated.  

 

Later, the psychologist Denise Jodelet studied the existing relationships between urban 

spaces and the collective memory of their inhabitants. From Jodelet’s perspective, these 

places create a distinction between past and present, and their power lies in the image and 

the form of their representation. People take these places and associate them with their 

own group history, giving them a very specific meaning (Jodelet, 2010, 2013).  
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As we have observed, collective memory maintains a close relationship with space. Some 

authors consider collective memory to be an intrinsic and natural part of the city, while 

others, specifically more recent authors, observe that the collective memory is threatened 

by constant processes of transformation, and the fact that the urban world is constructed 

through perception. However, other authors, such as the social psychologist Martha de 

Alba, suggest through multiple works (2004, 2006, 2011) that the collective memory is 

still perceptible on a smaller —territorial and group— scale. Therefore in the present 

study, I focus on the Historic Centre and a specific group, the local, popular classes that 

live and work there. 

 

2.A.2 Places of Memory  

Markers of memory exist in different parts of the city, and can be understood as a buried 

language or dialect that has been transferred from one generation to the other through 

history (Halbwachs, 1980 [1950]). Since the birth of this notion, Maurice Halbwachs has 

introduced different functions, uses and activities related to specific social and physical 

spaces. In his work, “Collective Memory”, he describes the following elements: The 

stones of the city (monumental and ordinary spaces), legal spaces, economic spaces and 

religious spaces (Halbwachs, 1980 [1950]). 

 

In the 1980s, Pierre Nora’s notion of Lieux de Mémoire introduced a diverse array of 

categories surrounding this concept (Nora, 1984). These places of memory are physical, 

cultural and symbolic by nature, characterised by a multiple dimension (historiographical, 

ethnographical, psychological, political, literary). Also, he argues, “these classifications 

could be refined ad infinitum” (1989:23). Even so, he elaborates possible distributions 

such as: concretely experienced, inherited property, material aspects, monumental 

memory sites, symbolic sites, dominant and dominated, public places of memory and 

private ones, commemorative sites, etc. (Nora, 1989). The problem with such 

classifications is that he proposes a list of containers of official historical memory, while 

ignoring the ordinary spaces formed by the “popular” collective memory, which have a 

relevant meaning for the societies that live in them. 

 

More recently, the anthropologist Uli Linke (2001) has suggested a different ordering 

based on anthropological analysis: media memory (paintings, architecture, music, films, 

photos, etc.), topographical sites (libraries, museums and archives), monumental sites 

(cemeteries, architectural edifices), symbolic sites (commemorative rites, pilgrimages, 
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emblems), functional sites (manuals, autobiographies, associations), and places of power 

(states, elites, milieu). Even though these aforementioned authors do not propose a 

category for common, everyday places, they note that collective memory practises are, 

importantly, not only connected to sites of domination, that aim to legitimate a social 

order, but also to “unsanctioned sites of struggle, opposition and transformation” (Linke, 

2001: 2221). 

 

Furthermore, the historian Michael Hebbert (2005) is interested in everyday practices. 

Consequently, he claims that the locus of memory is shared spaces such as the streets, 

which can express groups’ identity from above “through architectural order, monuments 

and symbols, commemorative sites, street names, civic spaces, and historic conservation”. 

In the street, collective memory can be articulated from below, “through the physical and 

associative traces left by interweaving patterns of everyday life” (idem, p. 591). 

 

Denise Jodelet proposes the term “memory of the urban places” (Jodelet, 2010:1). She 

defines the category based on concepts developed by Georg Simmel, Emile Durkheim 

and Maurice Halbwachs in the early 20th century. For her memory and its relationship to 

space can be present on three typical forms: places of collective memory (forms of social 

life), places of memory of historical events and places of monumental memory. There are 

another two typical forms considering the intervention of the imaginary, the symbolic and 

ideological: places of dogmatic memory and the spirit of places (Jodelet, 2010). 

 

Through this literature, it is possible to recognise that there is a typology of places in 

which collective memory is embodied. However, although common places are mentioned 

as a possible categorisation, they tend to be described without assigning them any type of 

characteristics. Halbwachs suggests that each urban aspect of the city resembles its 

inhabitants, due to the relationship between the mentality of a group and  the place in 

which they live ([1950]1980, p. 67). Therefore it seems essential to understand what kinds 

of places support the collective memory of popular groups, and how we might begin to 

categorise them.  
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2.A.3 Oblivion, Forgetting and Erasure  

According to Maurice Halbwachs ([1950]1980, pp. 24–30), oblivion, forgetting and 

erasure occurs mainly due to a detachment of the individual from their community. 

Contact with a part of the community is enough to be able to access these memories. 

However, Halbwachs does not make any argument regarding the place of oblivion in 

relation to spatial transformations. From their perspective, oblivion should be considered 

the dialectical and constitutive pole of memory, and that which, as a whole, configures 

the memories around it (Augé, 1998; Connerton, 2009; Ricoeur, 2004).  

 

“Living in society implies remembering and forgetting”51 (Vázquez, 2001, p. 26): the act 

of selecting a range of events in a group’s history to remember implies a work of 

discrimination. Frequently, a group recovers only those memories that exalt the positive 

aspects of themselves. In this dialectic exists a variety of active possibilities within which 

selected memories can be repressed, silenced, distorted or radically transformed. This is 

because both memory and forgetting can be active or passive. Active memory is a process 

of selection and collection, while passive memory includes acts of reference and archive 

(Mendlovic Pasol, 2014). On the other hand, passive oblivion implies negligence or 

indifference, while active oblivion implies denial, material destruction, taboos and 

censorship (Assmann, 2010 in Mendlovic Pasol, 2014). Due to this intentionality, it is 

necessary to observe what it is forgotten and the reason behind it, because this process of 

memory and forgetting could become a means of configuring social order (Vázquez, 

2001). That is, hegemonic groups use memory to institute memories, while subaltern 

groups, like the popular ones, must fight not to forget. 

 
The historian Peter Burke argues that the main problem of the uses and functions of 

social oblivion (social amnesia) concerns who wants whom to forget what, and why (1997, 

pp. 43–60). Censorship of embarrassing memories is particularly important for 

dominators and rulers. Burke points out the censor exists in every single individual, and 

that we rewrite our biographies all the time by erasing embarrassing memories (idem, 

p. 58). Burke also highlights that there is a space for the collective but unofficial censor, 

by presenting the elided differences between past and present in various myths (ibid).  

 

                                                
51 Own translation. 
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Similarly, the anthropologist and philosopher Paul Ricoeur proposes that people in power 

carry out a concerted manipulation of memory and forgetting. Ricoeur argues that this 

deployment of memory vs oblivion shapes and conditions identity: 
The heart of the problem is the mobilisation of memory in the service of the quest, the 
appeal, the demand for identity. In what follows from this, we recognise some disturbing 
symptoms: too much memory, in a certain region of the world, hence an abuse of 
memory; not enough memory elsewhere, hence an abuse of forgetting. It is in the 
problematic of identity that we have to seek the cause of the fragility of memory 
manipulated in this way (Ricœur, 2004, p. 81). 

 

Although power structures particularly use this process to forge identities and goals, the 

philosopher Tzvetan Todorov (2000, p. 29) suggests that the duty of memory is to do 

justice by the content of the diversity of memories rembered. Memory is not limited 

simply to keeping a material, scriptural or other footprint of the past events. Amnesia, as 

well as the processes of forgetfulness, is arguably negative, hence the memory represents 

a fight against this forgetfulness. In this sense, memory helps the traumatic past to recur. 

It is also true that memory alone is not enough to ensure that the past is not repeated 

(idem, p. 31). 

 

From this perspective, memory, or, as Torodov writes, “liberating memory”, is a critical 

device and instrument of self-defence against the risk of forgetting and being dominated. 

Refusing to forget can be a reason to live, and/or it can obliviate a form of subordination, 

enabling people to transform their sense of identity. 

 

On the other hand, oblivion can also be understood from another point of view as a right 

of the people, because preserving every culture of the past and their memories can lead 

to abuse and sorrow. “Oblivion is necessary for society and for the individual. You have 

to know how to forget to savour the taste of the present, the moment and the wait, but 

your own memory also needs to forget” (Augé, 1998, p. 5) In this sense, oblivion arises 

as a constructive readjustment in the case of dramatic or traumatic human experiences, 

such as wars or natural disasters, such as the devastating earthquake in Mexico City in  

1985.  

 

Beyond the mere act of forgetting or oblivion, the anthropologist Paul Connerton (2009) 

questions what is forgotten. According to Connerton, it is possible to distinguish three 

categories of memory (2009, pp. 139–143): cognitive memories, personal memories, and 

habitual memories. In the first case (cognitive memories), he refers to forgetting things 

such as the street layout of a large city, landmarks, pathways, streets, etc, causing 



 27 

disorientation. The second case he refers to (personal memories) involves the 

impossibility of recalling all the facts of your own history. The last example (habitual 

memories) refers to the inability to proficiently reproduce certain performative acts. All 

three forms of memory and forgetting can interact, and are implicit within the social 

contract, since they are related to people and places. It may be external changes that have 

caused the oblivion, and these external changes could be forgotten by the social group 

who experiences them. For example, cognitive memories could be affected by urban 

transformation, personal memories could be affected by disconnection from a group, and 

habitual memories could be affected by the disappearance of a common social practice.  
 

Nevertheless, Maurice Halbwachs argues: 

The place a group occupies is not like a blackboard, where one may write and erase figures 
at will. No image of a blackboard can recall what was once written there. The board could 
not care less what has been written on it before, and new figures may be freely added …. 
Hence, we can understand why the remains of demolished buildings or roads persist for 
a long time, be it only the traditional name of a street or locale or the signboard of a store. 
([1950], 1980 pp. 130–133).  
 

In other words, erasure and oblivion seems virtually impossible, as even after forms of 

intentional destruction or demolition, groups always leave tangible signs in their 

environment, through a variety of artefacts, which have the power to activate memories. 

 

Similarly, the philosopher Sebastien Marot (2006) suggests that oblivion does not imply 

the destruction and annihilation of the mnemonic remnant, and suggests that what existed 

once in psychic life can never disappear (p. 24). According to Marot, it is possible to 

access previous states, and it is possible to observe their transparencies and opacities, as 

well as traces and mutilations. Traces show the disappeared conditions of a place, as well 

as manifesting the dynamics of its change, prompting recognition and showing its future 

potential (ibid). Depending on the circumstances, these traces have the capacity to 

resurface or reactivate, especially in political frameworks and situations in which 

economic power is at stake. 

 

Oblivion has a double purpose, as it can sometimes support dramatic processes of 

transformation, while on other occasions forgetting legitimises established power. 

Alongside this, memory can become a process of resistance, which we will discuss in detail 

later. It is important to note that oblivion is not an absolute process, since there will always 

be physical and psychic traces that can reactivate memories. 
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2.A.4 Remember and Remind 

Collective memory is a process of reconstruction, giving us the ability to “remember” 

(causative) or “remind” (reflective) ourselves of experiences that give us information 

about the past, especially with regard to socially constructed references, or, as Maurice 

Halbwachs ([1925]1976) recognised, social frameworks (language, time, space, etc.). Our 

ways of perceiving social and physical environments are also stored in memory. Societies 

do not keep memory inside themselves, but externalise memory, determining or imposing 

certain memorial frames on individuals.   
 

In the 19th century, philosophers’ conceived of memory as an interplay between moments 

of repetition (habits of mind) and recollection (construction of images for the past by 

revising them to suit the need of the present) (Hutton, 1993, p. 4).   The philosopher 

Henri Bergson considered that images of the past survived in the individual by means of 

two distinct forms: in motor mechanisms, and in independent recollection (Bergson, 

[1896] 1988, pp. 79–84). For Bergson, memory works through a mechanism constisting 

of three components: pure memory, memory-images, and perception (idem, pp. 127–

132). The first component (pure memory) involves the acquisition of memory in the past, 

i.e. the creation of memory, while the second (memory-images) refer to the shape that is 

remembered. “The latter is never simply a contact of the mind with a present object but 

is impregnated with memory-images; In turn these images partake of a pure memory that 

they materialise or actualise and are bound up with the perceptions that provide it with 

an actual embodiment.” (Hutton, 1993, p. 69). Bergson implies that perception and 

memory interweave in all memories, and therefore update the memory (idem, p. 68).  

 

Contrary to Bergson, Halbwachs did not believe that pure memory existed, since human 

beings cannot acquire points of reference that exist outside of those fixed by society. 

Thus, the memories are located in a space and a specific time that is fixed in accordance 

with the social group. For Halbwachs, the evocation of the memory of a social group or 

a nation is completely remitted to the memory of others, because it conjugates events that 

are known through other forms of information (newspapers or testimonies) ([1950]1980, 

p. 34). All participating members of a nation have historical memories, which often begin 

before the birth of the individual (ibid). Thus memory does not derive from the individual; 

it is copied, but belongs to him. Therefore “… they are conceptions, symbols. I picture 

them pretty much as others do. I can imagine them but I cannot remember them” (idem, 

p. 51)  

 



 29 

These memory-images become part of memory; the individual cannot distinguish them 

from what they imagine to have happened. As soon as the formation of these memories 

recedes in time, it is difficult to distinguish them from memory-images. That is to say, the 

memory and the reconstruction of the event are mixed. 
 
What objection can be raised, therefore, to the fact that I manage to recreate the generate 
atmosphere and character of my first day of class by reflecting on what it must have been 
like? It is doubtless an incomplete and wavering image and certainly a reconstructed one. 
But how many of the remembrances that we believe genuine, with an identity beyond 
doubt, are almost entirely forged from false recognition, in accordance with others’ 
testimony and stories! A framework cannot produce of itself a precise and picturesque 
remembrance. But, in this case, the framework has been buoyed up with personal 
reflection and family remembrances: the remembrance is an image entangled among 
other images, a generic image taken, back into the past (Halbwachs, 1980 [1950], p. 71). 

 

The works of Sigmund Freud and other psychoanalysts on the mechanisms of repression 

and displacement are obligatory references in the studies on memory and forgetting 

(Manero Brito & Soto Martínez, 2005). Memory for Freud turns on the exchange between 

unconscious habit and conscious reconstruction. Freud believes that all experience 

perceptions are retained as whole memories in the conscious mind; in fact, Freud invented 

psychoanalysis to retrieve deep forgotten memories by decoding associations constructed 

by the unconscious (Hutton, 1993, p. 6). For him, screen memories are the places of 

memory and repression, and the custodians of the unconscious mind (ibid).  

 

Maurice Halbwachs shared Freud’s view that living memory involves an interplay of 

repetition and recollection. Whereas Freud concentrates on the moment of repetition, 

Halbwachs focusses almost exclusively on recollection. Halbwachs argues that 

remembering is an individual process evoking the past:
 
As I have said many times, a remembrance is in very large measure a reconstruction of 
the past achieved with data borrowed from the present, a reconstruction prepared, 
furthermore, by reconstructions of earlier periods wherein past images had already been 
altered ([1950], 1980 p. 69).  

Remembering, as well as remembrance, is a process in which mental images are acquired 

and updated through perception. One of the most important factors in this process is that 

collective memory reconstructs the past, and the source of acquisition is not always 

primary. Therefore, many images of the past are satisfied only through external 

knowledge, but that does not mean that they are less true because they are shared. 
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2.A.5 Transmission, Representations and Commemorations 

According to Maurice Halbwachs, societies transmit their memories through 

intergenerational contact (from grandparents to children), therefore they transfer a legacy 

of customs and traditions of all kinds. (Halbwachs, 1980 [1950], p. 63). Similarly, James 

E. Young, a historian and expert in Judaic studies, suggests that memory imprints in the 

minds of generations through acts of commemoration or acts of communication. These 

new meaning processes are creative negotiations (Young, 1989, p. 90); i.e. memories are 

changed in the process. However, this does not make them false, but rather reveals that 

memory and recall, as well as forgetting, are cultural processes of signification (Smith, 

2010, p. 64).  

 

The archeologist Denis Byrne (2003) points out another important feature that should be 

taken into account in the transmission process. He indicates that not all these experiences 

of transmission leave tangible traces, and frequently, that intangible traces are seen as 

lacking in authority or substance (Smith, 2010, p. 61). The historian Peter Burke notes 

that collective memory is affected by the social organisation of transmission, and the 

different media employed. Burke considers five relevant forms of transmission (Burke, 

1997, pp. 47–52): 1. oral traditions; 2. written records; 3. images and historical 

representation; 4. Skills (knowledge transmitted through actions) and 5. space and its 

composition. In transmitting memories, each medium has different strengths and 

weakness (idem, p. 49)—for example, in written memory, the text is not a memory in 

itself, but is a transformation of the memory through the inscribed medium. All are based 

on a common element, a tendency to represent and remember one given event or person 

in terms of another. For Burke, representations are crucially important in preserving 

memories.  

 

These types of representations, or rather social representations, according to the social 

psychologist Denise Jodelet, are an essential part of collective memory (Manero Brito & 

Soto Martínez, 2005). They designate a specific form of social knowledge, which 

integrates different cognitive concepts, such as attitude, opinion, image, stereotype, belief, 

etc. (ibid). The link between collective memory and social representation originates in the 

thoughts of a group in shared time, where past, present and future converge in the 

construction of reality (Alba, 2016). Hence social representations are both inherited and 

socially shared. The social psychologist Serge Moscovici defines social representation as:  
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a particular modality of knowledge, whose function is the elaboration of behaviours and 
communication among individuals. Representation is an organised corpus of knowledge 
and one of the psychic activities thanks to which men make the physical and social reality 
intelligible, they are integrated into a group or into a daily exchange relationship, they 
release the powers of their imagination52 (Moscovici, 1979, pp. 17–18 in Mora, 2002).  

 

Social representations operate through two complementary processes: objectification and 

anchoring (Alba, 2016). The first consists in materialising an abstract idea in a concrete 

scheme, through language, figure, or symbol. The second refers to the link we establish 

with past knowledge to interpret the present – that which is new and unknown (ibid). We 

activate pre-existing categories to name and classify environmental events, to make them 

familiar and manageable. The collective or social memory, and the sociocultural 

construction of the memory, are ways of anchoring these social representations elaborated 

in the present (ibid). 

 

Fundamentally, social representation rests on symbolic thought, having the capacity to 

represent one thing by means of another—even represent something other than itself. It 

is a mnemonic operation, making memory work by evoking meaning through a signifier 

(Peréz, 2006). These signifiers could be places of memory (buildings, ruins, spatial 

footprints, etc.) or social practices (traditional festivals, rituals, commemorations, etc.). In 

addition, these are symbols of beliefs, images, emotions, myths and behaviours (ibid).  

 

Hence, space is more than the material context that surrounds us; it is a set of symbols 

that take on meaning through the imprint of our experiences. The architect Peter Blundell 

Jones notes that “space-activity relationships do not simply and nakedly exist at a 

particular moment as the phrase ‘form follow function’ seems to imply, but is necessarily 

more protracted, involving duration, memory and participation.” (2016, p. 4). For Jones, 

the recognition of architectural typologies, as well as the use of space, incorporates 

collective memory. This process allows us to understand how spaces work and are used, 

as well as their architectural elements. One of the examples that he shares, is that everyone 

knows how to use a door handle because it has been culturally and historically learned 

(Blundell-Jones, 2016, pp. 4–7). Agreeing with David Lowenthal (Lowenthal, 1985), 

Blundell-Jones states: 
 
The prime function of memory is not to preserve the past but to adapt it so as to enrich 
and manipulate the present. Far from simply holding on to previous experiences memory 
help us to understand them. Memories are not ready-made reflections of the past, but 

                                                
52 Own translation.  
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eclectic, selective reconstruction based on subsequent actions and perceptions and on 
ever-changing codes by which we delineate, symbolise and classify the world around us 
(2016, p. 4). 

 

The use of space is very important for Blundell-Jones, who suggests that repetition of an 

activity is essential to establish the relationship between space and action. Common spatial 

practices can be understood as a type of ritual, even though ritual has often been assumed 

to be restricted to special occasions and architectural superstructures (such as churches). 

Although the use of space and body within the ritual concept is reserved for religious 

practices or for powerful classes, rituals also exist in other spaces, and different kinds of 

activities. Blundell-Jones argues “that with the ritual, as with architecture, no hard line can 

be drawn between the utilitarian and the ceremonial, between the practical and the 

symbolic, because they exist along a continuous scale in contrast with one another. In this 

sense ritual is ever present marked by repetition and rules.” (Blundell-Jones, 2016, p. 9)  

 

Analogously, the anthropologist Paul Connerton (1989) focusses on the process of 

collective remembering, and argues that collective memory is transmitted through 

commemorative ceremonies and bodily practices. Highlighting the work of performance, 

he states that the bodily narrative of ceremonial commemoration allows autorecognition, 

sustaining collective memory through ritual. He argues that our bodies remember certain 

habitual skills and actions, such as swimming or walking, and although it is not possible 

to remind us of the moment of learning these skills, the memory resides in the act itself. 

He argues that “Many forms of habitual skilled remembering illustrate a keeping of the 

past in mind that, without ever adverting to its historical origin, nevertheless re-enacts the 

past in our present conduct. In habitual memory the past is, as it were, sedimented in the 

body” (Connerton, 1989, p. 72). Thus, through this bodily practice, the memory and its 

meanings can be sensorially invoked without being fixed in place. The experience is not 

simply a repetition but a transformation, that brings the past into the present as a natural 

event. 

 

Therefore collective memory is transmitted through oral evocation or spatial practices 

that involve the use of the body. This system is sustained in space through a network of 

symbols or signifiers that have been historically constructed, communicated and shared, 

known as social representations. Common spatial practices can be understood as forms 

of memory transmission. According to the aforementioned facts, popular cultural 

practices (including their common or rather profane references) are an integral 

component of collective memory.  
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Assembling the Urban Landscape and Collective Memory 

The concept of Urban Landscape is difficult to summarise, due to its multiplicity of 

natural, constructed and social components. This definition is also complex due to the 

variety of disciplines (geography, sociology, urbanism, anthropology, etc.) that study it. 

 

The European Landscape Convention defines “Landscape” as “an area, as perceived by 

people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or 

human factors” (Council of Europe, 2000:3). The city, as such, is the main element of 

urban landscapes, as this social conformation gives life to urban spaces (Massey, Allen, 

Pile & Open University, 2005). The urban architect and historian Dolores Hayden argues 

that urban landscapes were built from places and memories, and that the city 

“encapsulates the human ability to connect with both the built and natural environments” 

(2005, p. 46). For Hayden, the production of space and the place of memory are 

simultaneously linked to the production of the city and the connected image of the urban 

landscape (ibid). That is to say that the urban landscape is an assembly that constitutes 

the place’s constitution on a micro scale, which corresponds on a macro scale to the entire 

city's image. 

 

The theme of urban landscapes is broad, but I am interested in two particular areas. The 

first involves the imaginary version of the city and their urban landscape that inhabitants 

create. Through this imaginary urban landscape, collective memory establishes an image 

that includes borders and boundaries, as well as accumulating elements of the city 

structure, even those elements that have disappeared. The second refers to the function 

of urban landscapes in supporting inhabitants’ identities, although these identities are 

strongly developed through ideologies which are frequently imposed by hegemonic 

groups. 

 

2.B.1 Urban Landscape as an imaginary territory  

The urban environment is formed historically and socially, as the individual constructs 

their own structural, functional and symbolic reality. Therefore the landscape refers to the 

individual experience, in which the imaginary and the real are articulated alongside each 

other (Bailly, 1993).  
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According to the historian André Corboz (1983) in his seminal work The Land as 

Palimpsest, the production of a territory is both social and political, whatever its scale. The 

territory is the coincidence of several processes over time, interpreted as either 

spontaneous (natural, topographical, but also human) or planned (human, social, cultural, 

etc.) that affect the spatial and temporal plane (ibid). The city is in constant 

transformation, therefore it is conceived as both a result and a process, allowing the 

population to establish both a territory and an imagined territory (idem, p.18). Derived 

from the interactions that take place in it and the transformations that happen to it, what 

exists in the tangible environment are the most recent arrangements, whose layers or parts 

have been erased, destroyed and suppressed. Corboz therefore implies that the territory 

still preserves the traces of scriptures and previous readings, like a palimpsest (idem, p.33).  

 

According to the urbanist Kevin Lynch (1974) in their book The Image of the City, the 

concept that any individual has of a city starts with their experimentation with it, and any 

landscape is always experienced in relation to all its elements or contours. Lynch proposes 

a city drawn in the imaginary, as a consequence of events linked by memories of spatial 

experiences (ibid). In this manner, individuals establish links with various parts of the city 

that endure as mental images. For Lynch, the legibility of the city lies in the visual learning 

of it (idem, p.2). Lynch argues that it is possible to detect what we see – certain types or 

forms of imaginative elements – with the intention of detecting how a space is organized. 

These elements are paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks. The notion of district – 

such as the area I focus on in this study- is constituted as an intermediate enclave between 

the strict delineation of the family and the very broad and heterogeneous groups of the 

city (idem, p. 66).  

 

Collective memory is intimately related to the ways in which individuals perceive and 

imagine the urban landscape - that is, as a spatial internalization, defining their form, their 

trajectories, their limits and even their inconclusive interruptions (Amodio & Ontiveros, 

1995, p. 32). This spatial language includes symbolic geographical features, where 

memorial references existing in the urban imaginaries and languages of one or more social 

groups have been deposited (idem, 1995, p. 31). This mental extension of the territory 

allows inhabitants to delimit physical space, identifying the end and the beginning of 

different zones. Maurice Halbwachs (1980 [1950], p. 144) argues that a group’s sense of 

belonging to a physical structure with which there is a form of identification draws in 

some way some (in)visible limits on the ground, and this allows their collective memories 

to develop defined spatial frames. In his book Managing the sense of the region, Kevin Lynch 
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points out that social behavior is also part of the language of a territory, and that it is a 

form of delimitation of space, since such behaviors are specific to a place, endowing them 

with particular meaning (Lynch, 1977, p. 23). That is to say, this way of granting certain 

values and features to spaces also creates forms of identification that establish limits. 

 

Similarly, the philosopher and semiologist Armando Silva (2006, pp. 59–66) notes that 

there are different ways of creating limits within the imaginary of the city, since together 

with the evolution of the territory, visual borders evoke different qualities between 

different areas. Some present-day limits can be considered mnemonic devices, as they 

correspond to paths, constructions, open fields or other spatial forms that existed 

previously (ibid). It is very common to find relationships that evoke the before and after 

of a place following the spatial reconfiguration of urban planning, where previous official 

limits do not correspond to the new structure (ibid).  

 

The issue of temporality not only affects the borders or boundaries of a territory, but also 

individual elements. While memory is projected into space, it does not tune into or affect 

that tangible space. That is, only the most recent arrangements exist in the tangible 

environment, while layers or parts that have been erased, destroyed, suppressed and 

forgotten are imperceptible to the human eye (Corboz, 1983; Marot, 2006). These 

invisible fragments or parts (especially those belonging to the popular classes, who 

continue to be the least involved in urban planning) are not included, or are simply 

ignored, in new urban developments. Nevertheless, those invisible elements become 

relevant in the framework of collective memory and in processes of resistance, because 

they still affect the current physical environment.  

 

Consequently, the imaginary of the city goes beyond the present, developing a “thickness 

of memory” (Marot, 2006, pp. 131–135) which endows the urban landscape with possible 

ways of activating or manipulating the elements of collective memory stored inside it. 

When tangible evidence is not obvious, a careful reading of impressions and mutilations 

by analysing the thickness of memory could allow us to understand urban past (ibid).  

Therefore the perception of the urban landscape is not only reduced to visible facts, but 

projects from the visible space to aspire to another world. If the “thickness of memory” 

functions as several projected spaces at the same time, it is a kind of heterotopia, a unique 

place in which several spaces are justaposed (Foucault, 2000 [1967]), where different 

temporal dimensions coexist. One place evokes another, and the meaning and sense given 

to one place is usually extrapolated from the other place (Barnes & Gregory, 1998).   
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Therefore, the urban landscape as imaginary territory, resting its objective reality on an 

infinity of juxtaposed tangible layers, as well as the values attributed to it by social groups.  

In this complexity, the past survives in the imaginary and continues to affect perceptions 

of the present urban landscape.  
 

2.B.2 Urban Landscape and Identity 

As we have seen, urban landscape is constructed through both tangible and intangible 

elements. These imperceptible or destroyed elements continue to affect the present 

temporal plane. Frequently, the destroyed spaces are those belonging to the popular 

(ordinary or working) classes. However, the urban landscape as a construction also has 

the power to legitimise spatial actions, influencing the identity of its inhabitants. 

 

The concept of “landscape” as a realistic representation of the environment began in the 

Renaissance, with the architect Leon Battista Alberti and his contemporaries of the 15th 

century, and is characterised by the use of geometry and perspective in order to draw an 

unaltered vision of space (Cosgrove, 1985, p. 47). In this period, the significance of urban 

scenes was connected to an ideological expression of urban dominion (idem, p. 48), 

employing landscape as a political tool to demonstrate hierarchy, both socially and 

spatially.  

 

It was only later, in the 1980s, that geographers included subjective and artistic aspects 

within their understanding of landscape. This was seen as an opportunity for the creative, 

experiential and human aspects of environmental relations. They began to use landscape 

representations (like painting, literature, design and art of the garden, etc.) and perception 

studies to answer geographical questions, such as to examine the importance and 

influence of identity (Cosgrove, 1984, p. 46).  

 

In this context, the cultural geographer Denis Cosgrove claims that the term “landscapes” 

embraces a concept of space that is closely linked with a practical appropriation of that 

space. Any perspective on the landscape is always engaged with urban control, and always 

gives power to the observer (Cosgrove, 1984). Landscapes show a particular vision of 

relationships between different elements, and offer us the illusion of a world. The 

geographer Brian Osborne argues that the idea of landscape can be used as a political 
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tool, since many states use landscape to cultivate an emotional attachment to the idea of 

the state (Osborne, 2001, p. 4). In this sense, landscapes shape social identities, and could 

be understood as an instrument of cultural power, not just a symbol of power relations 

(ibid).  

 

Similarly, the geographer Yves Lacoste (1982), who advocates for a neutral and apolitical 

geography, states that landscape works within a geographical mechanism of the 

spectacular, and generates strategic and ideological domination, reducing the power of the 

landscape to propaganda and aesthetics.  

 

The urban landscape is not simply a cultural product, but its own condition as a landscape 

has the capacity to influence culture and the image it projects (Baires, Lindón Villoria, 

Aguilar & Hiernaux Nicolas, 2006, p. 13). The geographer Stephen Daniels proposes the 

term “patriotic topographies” to recognise the power of landscapes and their relationship 

with memory in shaping national identities (1994, p. 5). 

 

 

The term “identity” is defined as a collection of characteristics, qualities and personal 

beliefs (self-identity) or group beliefs (social identity and cultural identity) that allow the 

person or group to distinguish themselves from others (Kaymaz, 2013). Therefore 

identity is often related to a particular geographical place, and cultural, architectural and 

social characteristics (Belanger, 2002). The complexity of identity appears in association 

with an object or subject; it is difficult to define and explain its significance, as it becomes 

associated with a range of meanings and properties (Kaymaz, 2013).  

 

Within this framework, Robert David Sack suggests:  

Place and its landscape become part of one’s identity and one’s memory. Its features are 
often used as mnemonic devices… For all of us the landscape is replete with markers of 
the past—graves and cemeteries, monuments, archaeological sites, place names, religious 
and holy centres—that help us remember and give meaning to our lives (1997:135 in 
Osborne, 2001:11).  
 

According to this perspective, identity is forged through the expression of specific 

elements of collective memory. 
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Similarly, Osborne argues that all representations connected to landscape (like 

monuments, symbols, and sites of commemoration and myth) become part of traditions 

and inheritances that support the inhabitants’ identity. In some way, therefore, these 

elements are alienated from the inhabitants (2001).  

 

Regarding symbols of the past and their relationship with identity, Dolores Hayden argues 

that urban landscape is a contested terrain, questioning aesthetic perspectives on the 

historic built environment, which generally is a fragmented space (Hayden, 1995, pp. 2–

13). She claims that every society in history shapes space in a way that is intertwined with 

the requirements of economic and social production, resulting in contradictory signs of 

the past. In addition, based on the writings of the sociologist Hebert J. Gans, she suggests 

that ordinary buildings are equally important to public history. “Private citizens are, of 

course, entitled to save their own past, but when preservation becomes a public act, 

supported with public funds, it must attend to everyone’s past.” (Gans, 1975a in Hayden, 

1995 p. 4). Additionally, Gans (1975a) argues that in reinforcing the identity of popular 

groups, vernacular structures must be recognised as equally important. The term vernacular 

refers to buildings with social values and accessibility, such as tenements, sweatshops, 

saloons and public bathhouses. “While the urban landscape may be less attractive, there 

are far more claims being made upon it to furnish resources from public history and 

public culture” (Gans, 1975b in Hayden, 1995, p. 6). 

 

Therefore, according to the authors above, the relationship between landscape and 

identity is based on all the elements and places that constitute the landscapes, which are 

important for individuals because they interact with them. Hence, they are endowed with 

a specific significance and meaning (which is not universal). These sites work as spatial 

landmarks that allow visual and emotional connection between the landscape and the 

inhabitants’ identity. However, frequently visions of the landscapes that are promoted are 

based in an historical ideology that ignores popular structures, even though these carry a 

powerful historical burden.  

 

The link between landscape and identity is a two-way relationship, since people influence, 

create, change and maintain their physical surroundings, and thus each landscape becomes 

a reflection of the population. At the same time, this construction of landscape gives to 

its citizens a sense of identity.  
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Contemporary Threats to the Historic District 

Different global processes affect contemporary cities—especially their historic districts—

influencing their identity and their visual representation. More importantly, such 

processes impact mainly on the weakest sectors of society. Some cities are growing fast 

and are disorganised, and others have been internally restructured due to new patterns of 

global economic processes or migration (Bandarin & Oers, 2012)  

 

Space constitutes an inevitable projection of time, as well as being an object of economic 

policies and interests (Gonzalez Ordovás, 1998, p. 305). Within the productive process, 

the historical urban fabric is a relevant matter both for its structure and its disposition in 

the space, operating as consumption of place and place of consumption (ibid).  

 

In this context, urban heritage (historic districts, historic centres, historic 

neighbourhoods, historic complexes etc.) has been subject to different stages of the 

“violence of urbanisation”, but some urban transformations have been more evident than 

others.53 “Violence of urbanisation” is defined as:  

the impact of the rapid and radical transformation of cities through the introduction of 
mega-projects into the spatial and social environment. The overall objective of this 
transformation is modernisation (and globalisation), but it results in the marginalisation 
of the poorer population. (Pedrazzini et al., 2014).  

 

In some cases, these radical transformations are on the level of the social fabric, and at 

the symbolic and aesthetic level, i.e. on the facades of buildings and/or streets, involve 

significant improvements. Generally, such “amelioration” does not consider the 

traditional lifestyles of ordinary people. With this modernisation of the space, new 

lifestyles (led by new economic dynamics) are imposed, and sometimes these kinds of 

changes strengthen social control (ibid).   

 

Within this context, one of the threatening processes to historic urban spaces is cultural 

requalification, which under the name of culture as a civilising element, uses political and 

business discourse to execute urban plans that transcend the established communication 

process (Urquieta Crespo, 2011, p. 444). This vision of culture as an antidote to various 

urban pathologies is revealed daily in the model of historic city, which began flourishing 

                                                
53 For example, those that include the demolition of urban landmarks and historic symbols. 
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in the late sixties (ibid), coinciding with an increase in tourism and international concern 

for safeguarding historic artefacts.  

 

In this process of requalification, a sense of aesthetics is applied to space that detaches 

itself from social aspects of life to convey a sense of taste and subjective experience (ibid). 

Under the label of ‘heritage’, intervention in the space is seen as a niche facilitating the 

admiration of monuments and exaltation of ruins, including those of the pre-Columbian 

past. This allows a political heritage discourse based on the exaltation of nationalism and 

the massified past (idem, p. 445). 

 

2.C.1 Urban Heritage 

The notion of heritage arose from the mid-nineteenth century, centring on the idea of the 

historical monument (Choay, 2001), in the midst of an increasing production of modern 

knowledge about architecture, archaeology and history. Institutions, practitioners and 

thinkers (like John Ruskin, Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, William Morris, etc.) 

emerged with different perspectives on how to intervene in physical surroundings 

(restauration, restitution, conservation, etc.). However, these perspectives had a similar 

objective: preserving the physical and aesthetic aspects of certain historical periods for 

later generations as repositories of knowledge and memory. Although this arose especially 

within a European context, on the other side of the ocean, such awareness about the past 

would not be ignored.54  

 

Discussions of heritage rapidly moved from considering individual elements to the 

structure of groups, creating new concepts, such as that of urban heritage. These ideas 

developed in parallel to the discipline of urban planning at the end of the 19th century 

(Bandarin & Oers, 2012, p. 7). In fact, it was the engineer, urbanist and architect Gustavo 

Giovannoni, with the idea of conserving the built environment, created the term “urban 

heritage”, a concept that constitutes the basis of urban conservation practice to this day 

(ibid).  

 

Fundamentally, these concerns about the historic city translated into an insensitive, 

                                                
54 As we will observe later, in the Mexican context, discourse around heritage arose at the end of the 18th century, at 
the centre of aristocratic concerns during the sanitarian era. Precisely, with the interest in “Mexican antiquities”, which 
were exclusively represented by the pre-Hispanic archaeological pieces (Monnet, 1995). This notion was later reinforced 
following independence, when Mexicans reconstructed their national identity, distancing themselves from Spanish 
culture (ibid). 
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normative response, generating several charters and institutions at the beginning of the 

20th century, such as the Athens Charter55 and the Venice Charter.56 During this time, the 

ideas of the European countries concerning preservation and conservation were 

established internationally, with ideals of identifying and preserving the values and 

meaning of monuments as patriotic symbols. From this moment these ideals, movements 

and conceptual frameworks were dominated by the upper classes and political power, and 

such structures have lasted up to the present time (Smiths, 2011).   

 

In the Postwar period, the reaction against Modernism expanded the field of urban 

conservation, which focused on the role of society and the historic city. For example, 

Giancarlo De Carlo concentrated on the importance of citizens’ participation, and 

consensus as a tool for managing historical cities (De Carlo, Royal Australian Institute of 

Architects & Victorian Chapter, 1972). Hassan Fathi and John Turner had similar 

thoughts, and were interested in rediscovering local traditions as a tool to preserve the 

social and physical integrity of a place (Bandarin & Oers, 2012, p. 27) 

 

From the 1960s and 1970s, an growing international movement emerged, accompanied 

by international agreements such as the World Heritage Convention for the Protection of 

World Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972). This convention promoted national public 

heritage policies and legislation, including procedures and techniques to establish and 

recognise heritage (cultural or natural). This also divided heritage into three large groups: 

monuments, sites, and groups of buildings. Parallel to the progress of ideas around the 

notion of urban heritage, the international community developed a series of principles 

and conservational approaches for historical cities.57 One of the most relevant today is 

the Vienna Memorandum (2005), which “aimed at discussing some of the limitations of 

the traditional approach, by describing historic urban areas not as a sum of monuments 

and urban fabric, but rather as a comprehensive system made by historical, 

geomorphological and social relationships with its setting and its environment, and 

characterised by a complex layering of meanings and expressions” (Bandarin & Van Oers, 

2012, p.). This memorandum prompted the Recommendation on Historic Urban Landscape that 

                                                
55 Athens Charter for the Restoration of Historic Monuments, 1931. 
56 International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites, 1964.  
57 Those are reflected in the existing charters and documents and the implementation of policies and planning 
frameworks adopted in all regions of the world, such as: the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World 
Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972); the Recommendation concerning the Safeguarding and Contemporary Role of 
Historic Areas (1976); the Charter for the Conservation of Historic Towns and Urban Areas (1987); and the Convention 
for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003). 



 42 

was established in 2011, the most recent recommendation in terms of urban heritage.58 

The aim of this recommendation is to comprehend contemporary problems surrounding 

the historic city, as well as providing a compressive framework to conserve and manage 

the Historic Urban Landscape. This approach does not constitute an entirely new category 

of urban heritage, but can be understood as a new interpretation of urban heritage (idem, 

p. 73).  

 

Currently, some authors claim that this new approach presents difficulties, both in theory 

and in practice, as a conservation tool (Lalana Soto, 2017). Others argue that the problem 

with this definition is that it refers to landscape as a static concept, and it is difficult to 

include changes and the constant evolution of historic cities, various social components 

and the natural environment (Albert, 2013; Lalana Soto, 2017). However, so far, local or 

national actors have not formally used RHUL in their narratives—at least in the cases of 

Rome, Mexico City and Beijing—(Graezer Bideau, Pedrazzini, Bordone, Herrera Quiroz, 

& De Pieri, 2017). Therefore, RHUL is not yet used as a symbolic reference for social 

actors to guide or legitimise their action (idem, p. 33). This reveals tensions and 

contradictions between international narratives based on agreed concepts and the 

implementation of policies and instruments at the local level (ibid). 

 

Furthermore, since 2005 UNESCO, through its Operational Guidelines for the Implementation 

of the World Heritage Convention, gives general instructions on the management of properties 

on the World Heritage List. However, the objectives of this management system are to 

protect Outstanding Universal Value, meaning  
cultural and/or natural significance which is so exceptional as to transcend national 
boundaries and to be of common importance for the present and future generations of 
all humanity. As such, the permanent protection of this heritage is of the highest 
importance to the international community as a whole… (UNESCO, 2017 p.19). 
 

Through this vague definition, the World Heritage Convention describes a global sense 

of the value of heritage and implies that this involves transferring tangible/intangible 

property to the next generations, passing on a kind of collective memory.  

                                                
58 This Recommendation defines the Historic Urban Landscape as: “…the urban area understood as the result of a 
historic layering of cultural and natural values and attributes, extending beyond the notion of “historic centre” or 
“ensemble” to include the broader urban context and its geographical setting. ..This wider context includes notably the 
site’s topography, geomorphology, hydrology and natural features, its built environment, both historic and 
contemporary, its infrastructures above and below ground, its open spaces and gardens, its land use patterns and spatial 
organization, perceptions and visual relationships, as well as all other elements of the urban structure. It also includes 
social and cultural practices and values, economic processes and the intangible dimensions of heritage as related to 
diversity and identity.” (UNESCO, 2011). 
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Over the past decade, various problems surrounding heritage discourse have been 

highlighted, such as the process of patrimonalization itself (Choay, 2001, 2009; Gravari-

Barbas & Veschambre, 2003; Veschambre, 2008). Scholars claim that this approach 

legitimises one version of the past, which is usually an aristocratic version, and which 

ignores other stories, and excludes a wide range of other social and cultural experiences 

(Delgadillo, 2011; Fabre, 2009; Gillman, 2006; D. C. Harvey, 2001; Smith, 2010). 

Therefore the past is reduced to the history of a selected group, and represents what is 

important for this group’s identity, often obscuring or devaluing other forms of identity. 

Heritage has become intertwined with history as a contemporary product moulded by the 

past (Lowenthal, 1985). 

 

Another relevant point is the role of the visitors, who are generally reduced to “passive 

consumers of the heritage”. Heritage as a container of collective memory is therefore 

reduced to a simple entertainment, offering economic benefits (Graham, Ashworth, & 

Tunbridge, 2000, pp. 156–157) and museumization of the historical cities (Boyer, 2006). 

That is to say, heritage branding over the historic city has become a kind of platform for 

architectural elements that generate a fictional experience of the city, emphasizing certain 

memories to activate nostalgic visions of the past. However, these narratives do not 

generate a relationship with the objects but rather alienate them from viewers—away 

from a possible connection and commitment to the site (Boyer, 2006). In addition, 

heritage is defined by a select group of experts, and therefore receives knowledge from 

historians, archaeologists, art restaurateurs, etc.; it is not an activity of critical engagement 

for non-experts (L. Smith, 2010).  

 

Today, there are clearly two different perspectives on the concept of heritage. On the one 

hand, the traditional thinking around heritage, which Smiths (2010) recognises as “the 

authorised heritage discourse” and which stresses aesthetical attractiveness of the material 

objects (such as monuments, places and landscapes) that have to be preserved and 

protected for the future generations, thus forging a sense of identity based on the past. 

On the other hand, a “subaltern discourse” which denies that heritage is a thing, and 

instead recognises heritage as a “cultural and social process, which engages with acts of 

remembering that work to create ways to understand and engage with the present” (Smith, 

2010, p. 2). 
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Several authors discuss the latter approach (e.g. Choay, 2001, 2009; Gravari-Barbas, M. & 

Veschambre, V, 2003; Veschambre, 2008) and claim that integrating the plurality of 

historical narratives and recognizing the social practices and social relations of excluded 

groups is a key part of a new heritage discourse, since this discourse has an impact on the 

manner in which the population thinks about and interacts with the social and physical 

world (Smith, 2010).  

 

2.C.2 Urban Heritage Interventions 

As we have seen, heritage, or rather the use of heritage from a cultural perspective, has 

generated a series of consequences in the historic city. However, these narratives 

materialise through the use of interventions and projects on the public space. 

 

Frequently, preservation or regeneration projects focus on the production and 

management of urban heritage as a way of strengthening this product of global capitalism 

(Veschambre, 2007). From the 1980s. onwards, conservation versus renovation became 

a difficult issue (Rajagopalan, 2013). For the architect Inaki Abalos, the problem with 

current interventions is due to the emerging of the “contemporary picturesque” that is 

inclined to combine landscape and architecture (Diez, 2013). Heritage sites are now not 

only considered through their meaning and memory but also because they give certain 

aesthetics and character to different projects.  

 

Some practitioners and government institutions tend to draw up plans to preserve spatial 

structures and particular characteristics (such as trace, morphology, historical formation 

geography, etc.). For them, urban heritage has to be perfectly conserved (Olivera & 

Delgadillo, 2014; Patiño Zuluaga, 2012; Veschambre, 2008). The problem with such 

approaches, however, is that they exclude historical structures from the dynamics of the 

city and generate abandonment and migration of the population to other parts of the city, 

destroying its social fabric and memory (Patiño Zuluaga, 2012).  

 

Also, there is a blurry line between what is recognised as heritage and what is not; for 

example, buildings and urban heritage from the modernist period (such as Brasilia in 

Brazil) are now perceived as heritage (Rajagopalan, 2012; Bandarin & Van Oers, 2012). 

In this context, architects and urban planners are not clear about the edifices that have to 

be preserved, as there is a feeling that all have the capacity to become heritage, and 

therefore what constitutes an acceptable degree of transformation for spatial structures is 

up for discussion. At the same time, some spatial structures have been modified in order 
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to conserve and preserve the continuity of cultural traditions (such as Baranasi in India). 

Therefore, the degree to which intervention is necessary is debatable (Bandarin & Van 

Oers, 2012).  

 

The exploitation of heritage is reproduced in many ways at the urban level. I have already 

mentioned the “museification” of historic spaces that have been taken out from their 

original context and, with the aim of preservation, transformed into outdoor museums 

(Boyer, 2006), and the “disneyfication” of those heritage sites that no longer look genuine 

(Kennedy & Kingcome, 1998).   

 

According to the urban historian Christine Boyer (2006), the objects or works of art are 

fixed and juxtaposed via the curator’s selection and disposition. Even if each object has 

its own meaning, it is its disposition as a whole that is most relevant. Boyer argues that 

this process does not differ from the repurposing of historical parts of the city: 
 
Ripping fragments of buildings or artifacts from their original contexts and then 
collecting and preserving them in nineteenth-century museums is not that distinct an act 
from attempts to transform our present-day cities into outdoor museums whose 
architectural streetscapes and spatial stratas become privileged landscapes to explore in 
pleasure or dismay (Boyer, 2006, p. 131)  

 

The fact that the city is nothing but a set of fragments (which also includes images, 

drawings, photographs, etc.) reconstructed by the viewer, provides a partial picture, 

although memory still leaks into the urban scene amidst its faster rhythms (p. 375). 
 
The landscape of the contemporary city seems to be composed of conflicting fragments, 
slices or framed views first cut out and extracted from the city fabric, then set up and 
juxtaposed against each other. Suddenly in Manhattan […] in the 1980s, it appeared as if 
someone had twisted Alberti’s beautiful dictum that called for the design of a city and a 
house to be considered as one, and instead said, “make of the city a large museum, and a 
museum a small city” (Boyer, 2006, p. 431). 

 

Fragments and traces play an important role in urban intervention and urban projects. 

They act as a form of narration, creating consciousness amidst the experience of the city. 

Environmental catastrophes, and intentional destruction or demolition, always leave 

tangible signs or traces in the environment through a variety of artifacts, which have the 

power to activate memories (Cogato Lanza, 2013, p. 157). These vestiges or remnants 

have a particular status as traces of past life, which allows them to circulate essentially in 

an associative world (ibid). This world of associations allows us to build forms of identity 

by appropriating fragments for our own purposes. That is, their binding qualities gives 
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them a meaning and connects them to a group. The sociologist Luca Pattaroni recognises 

three forms of territorial imprints (Cogato Lanza, 2013, pp. 162–165): physical, memorial 

and institutional. Physical imprints are tangible elements in the urban environment—for 

example, ruin, vestige, clue, graffiti, etc. Memorial imprints are those impregnated or 

implanted in memory, with the capacity to be transmitted between generations. Finally, 

legal or institutional imprints are traced in laws, regulations and urban plans. 

 

In the urban environment, there is an indispensable difference between traces and marks. 

These terms are usually used as synonyms, but the meaning in their formation, intention, 

use and meaning are significantly different, especially when it involves urban planning 

(Veschambre, 2008, pp. 10–11). They are distinguished mainly in their temporality, i.e. 

the first, the trace, derives from the past, while the second, the mark, is inscribed on the 

present (ibid). The trace is not necessarily intentional, while the mark has an intention and 

functions as a symbol or signature of a social actor; it is thought to be visible. However, 

traces, through their claim on the present, can become marks (ibid). 

 

Architectural or urban projects which valorise traces of the past can be understood as 

demonstrations of power, and their use of traces in the manner of marks as a form of 

symbolic and physical appropriation. Sometimes such use of traces legitimises historical 

periods, recognising them as forms of “official heritage” (idem, p. 13). These acts of 

territorial appropriation create marks through a double action of, on the one hand, valuing 

certain traces, and on the other, erasing or devaluing other types of traces, generating 

forms of spatial hierarchy that invest in one group, actor or institution and deprive others 

of their ability to mark and appropriate space (idem, p. 15).  

 

Usually, this process of marking removes traces of less privileged classes; however, these 

forms of appropriation are not a linear result of relations or conflicts of power within the 

same place or space, but rather of differencies of opinion and controversies within the 

same territory. Furthermore, some modernisation projects require partial or total 

renovation (or regeneration), whereby specialists introduce new complex contemporary 

programs (including new urban systems), which involve the disappearance, demolition 

and destruction of pre-existing conditions, causing loss of memory and the identity of the 

city (Diez, 2013; Gravari-Barbas & Veschambre, 2003). In this sense such projects cause 

a loss of local coherence between the introduction of new elements and their context, and 

can also be understood as the violence of architecture itself (M. Delgado, 2017; La Cecla 

& Marsiglio, 2017).
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2.C.3 Gentrification 

The term “gentrification” was first identified by the British sociologist, Ruth Glass, in 

1964, in her book about urban and social changes in London. Gentrification is defined as 

the transformation of a working-class area, usually in the inner city, into middle-class 

residential or commercial use (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2010, p. xv). Even though population 

movement is a common feature of cities, gentrification is specifically the replacement of 

a less affluent group by new users with higher socio-economic status (Clark, 2005). Since 

the appearance of these terms in the academic realm, many authors have argued about 

the contexts, political uses and the reasoning behind gentrification, redefining the concept 

in various ways (Duque Calvache, 2010). The geographer Neil Smiths, for example, 

argued in the 1990s that tourists play an important role in this process, when they arrive 

in decaying neighbourhoods or buildings. They consequently start a revalorization process 

that captures new, middle-class inhabitants (Smith, 2005). Smith also claims that such 

processed of displacement started in the 19th century, parallel to the introduction of urban 

planning policies, such as Haussmann’s renovation of Paris (ibid).   

 

We can also recognise gentrification in our contemporary cities as “the new urban 

colonialism” (Clark, 2005) or “the contemporary social violence” (Labadi & Long, 2010). 

Sites with some recognition of heritage tend to suffer from gentrification, due to the urban 

transformation led by public policies or by speculation of real-state companies (Zukin, 

1987). Because the aim is to make a profit from these areas (since the use of heritage gives 

them a higher economic value), this causes both direct and indirect displacement related 

to the rising cost of living (Sumka, 1979). This aspect of gentrification, caused by the 

impact of heritage and patrimonialization, is recognised as “Heritagefication” (Sandholz, 

2016, p. 31). 

 

On the other hand, the economist William Whyte suggests that just a few cases of 

gentrification involve direct displacement. He states that the typical assumption that the 

main cause of gentrification is the renovation of an old neighbourhood hurt by middle-

class investment is erroneous. In fact, it is middle-class disinvestment in tenants and 

owners which allows edifying structure to decay, and it is at this point that the government 

has to take action, indirectly generating displacement (Whyte, 2010). 
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2.C.4 Loss of Cultural Identity  

The feeling of identity is defined as a sense of belonging to a place by a group of people 
who share certain codes and characteristics. Such a feeling becomes conscious when it is 
threatened or confronted by the absence of codes, or by contact with other codes (King, 
2014). Identity is frequently related to a particular geographical position (place), and 
cultural, architectural and social characteristics that are important to the construction of 
memory (Belanger, 2002).  
 
Currently, a dominant discourse surrounds the “global homogenization” of cultural 
expressions, in the architecture of landscapes in the process of losing their cultural 
uniqueness (King, 2008). This disappearance of culture is associated with certain 
conditions, like the commodification of modernity, the global consumption of heritage, 
and rapid urbanization (Crysler, 2012). Manuel Castells argues that the idea of modernity 
produced by globalization and western countries threatens local identities (1997). The 
northern hemisphere has produced new technologies, symbols and icons transmitted by 
global communication networks (spread worldwide including to remote places), 
impacting architectural and urban forms that are fundamental to the population’s identity 
(idem, 1997).  
 
The sociologist and architect Peter Herrle (2008) argues that this feeling of cultural 
identity loss is based on the impression of destabilization cultures face now due to rapid 
urbanization and the introduction of new external cultural ideas. In fact, this stage has 
also been experienced by previous generations, allowing them to create new forms of 
cultural expression,  strengthening their culture. The architect Felipe Hernández suggests 
that architecture and landscapes of previous centuries constitute an amalgam of cultures, 
as one culture is confronted by the other. This cultural exchange requires adaptation, 
which is then expressed in the space (Hernandez, 2008). For example, the Spaniards in 
Latin America created the architectural style of “Colonial Baroque” (2008, p.152).  
 
Furthermore, cultural expressions are always in transition, therefore the concept of “loss 
of identity” or “cultural homogenization” is erroneous (King, 2008). In fact, “cultural 
identity, properly understood, is much more the product of globalization than its victim”, 
given that this idea became an important issue due to globalization (Tomlinson, 2003, p. 
271) Similarly, traditions or invented traditions are used by globalization in order to 
reinforce national identities, and attract tourism (Rajagopalan, 2013).   
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Other authors recognize that more than “identity loss”, there are “hybrid cultures” that 
are a consequence of the multicultural constitution of modern nation states. This 
emergence of transnational popular cultures includes spaces and therefore constitutes a 
“hybrid urbanism” (AlSayyad, 2000). 
 
This hybridity is based on the idea that nations have ceased to be a source of personal 
identity, since current identities are constructed in relation to and interconnected with 
other sources, that go beyond the sense of a nation. On the contrary, they can be based 
on segments of populations of a national territory (López López, 2004), so the recognition 
of identity has stopped being based on difference. What is at stake is an identity based on 
“hybridization”, a combination of the global and the local. The anthropologist Néstor 
García Canclini suggests: 

 
Therefore, the objective of the study should not be only the difference, but also the 
hybridization. In this perspective, nations become multidetermined scenarios, where 
diverse cultural systems intersect and interpret ... But the problem does not seem to be 
the risk of being eradicated by globalization, but to understand how regional and national 
ethnic identities are reconstructed in globalized processes of segmentation and cultural 
hybridization (García Canclini, 1995, pp. 9–113)   

 
Given the problems surrounding the above-mentioned interventions which threaten 
historic urban spaces, it is evident that generally they boost the gentrification process. The 
existing inhabitants, or those that have a strong bond with the place, are then displaced, 
transforming the character of the space and endangering the identity of the inhabitants. 
However, this identity of the inhabitants is not simple, and should be considered a process 
of hybridization. Therefore the identity of popular groups combines the global and the 
local.  
 
Such urbanization processes take place in the historic spaces of the city, where it can feel 

difficult to reach a unique image of the landscape. Political powers can manipulate the 

role of landscape as a supporter of identity by invoking various discourses, such as that 

surrounding heritage. Collective memory, as a social and spatial construction, has the 

capacity to resist by including different perspectives that official history and heritage have 

left out. Consequently, from the perspective of collective memory, it may be possible to 

introduce ways of intervening in historical spaces from the ground up. 
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Resistance and Collective memory 

I mentioned briefly the role of forgetting when I referred to the relationship between 

collective memory and resistance, and specifically, that forgetfulness can become a 

weapon for legitimising certain actions. Consequently,  the collective memory can be used 

for defence and resistance. 

 

Maurice Halbwachs states that spaces and groups do not maintain an accidental 

relationship with their neighbourhoods, and that the relationship they establish with their 

physical environment is difficult to modify. In moments of destruction or transformation, 

they resist as a group, thanks to the support of collective memory ([1950]1980, p. 133). 

 

Resistance is usually defined as a reaction against existing realities characterised by power 

relationships, encompassing different kinds of reactions such as violent or non-violent, 

individual or collective, confrontational or circumventing, etc. (Vinthagen & Johansson, 

2013).  Resistance may also refer to a structure’s capacity to withstand external pressures, 

or define the potential that subordinate groups have to face from hegemonic groups; who 

usually arrange and change space in accordance with their ideologies or political goals—

without ever fully achieving hegemony (Gramsci, Hoare, & Nowell-Smith, 1971). 

Resistance also refers to “any action, imbued with intent that attempts to challenge, 

change or retain particular circumstances relating to societal relations, process and/or 

institutions. These circumstances may involve domination, exploitation, subjection at 

material, symbolic or psychological level.” (Routledge, 1997, p. 69). Using these 

definitions, dominant and resistant groups constantly transform and compete for space 

and its limits through the use of confrontational or hidden tactics.  

 

 In Le Droit à la ville, the sociologist Henri Lefebvre (1968), highlights the need to 

restructure power relations on both the built and social level.   Along the same lines, 

Laurajane Smith (2010, p. 52) argues that official discourses of heritage regarding physical 

space are used as a political and cultural instrument to outline and legitimise identities, 

therefore if heritage is used as a tool of governance, it can also be a tool of opposition 

and subversion. 

 

Various types of resistance are held within urban spaces across different scales and 

contexts. When looking at the transformation of the city, particular attention has been 
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given to the appropriation of urban space (D. Harvey, 1996; Kopp, 1975; Lefebvre, 1968); 

Lefebvre, 1967), social movements (Eyerman & Jamison, 1996; Tarrow, 1995), urban 

struggles (Castells, 1975; Ortega Y. Gasset, 1938; Pedrazzini, 2005) and spatial identity 

(Castells, 2010; Massey, 2005). According to cultural and political studies, ordinary 

practices can express resistance challenging demonstrations of power, transformations of 

space or struggles for the recognition of popular heritage (Certeau & Mayol, 1980; 

Pedrazzini & Sanchez R, 1998; Robinson, 2006; Scott, 1985, 1990).  

 

2.D.1 Domination and Resistance spatialization 

The geographer Ulrich Oslender recognises space as a complex and active network of 

relationships between power and knowledge, expressed through material and discursive 

landscapes of domination and resistance (2002, p. 106). The domination and resistance 

involved in this interaction is due to the fact that space is a lucrative and negotiable 

product. Accordingly, it is heavily loaded with contradictions and manipulations. 

Although space is usually seen as neutral, the sociologist Henri Lefebvre argued: 

 

Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology and politics; it has always been 
political and strategic. If space has an air of neutrality and indifference with regard to its 
contents and thus seems to be “purely” formal, the epitome of rational abstraction, it is 
precisely because it has been occupied and used, and has already been the focus of past 
processes whose traces are not always evident on the landscape. Space has been shaped 
and moulded from historical and natural elements, but this has been a political process. 
Space is political and ideological. It is a product literally filled with ideologies. (Lefebvre, 
1976, p. 31) 

 

Resistance is a mechanism that works, in a kind of dualism, with domination. The 

philosopher Michel Foucault (1978) claims that where power exists, we will also find 

resistance, and that the interplay between resistance and power involves different aspects 

with multiple relations: one inside the other, one deifying the other, or even one 

supporting the other. In many ways, therefore, power and resistance depend on each 

other (idem, pp. 95–96).  

 

According to Maurice Halbwachs, the threat of change triggers the process of resistance. 

 
The best way of understanding the influence the physical environment of the city exerts 
on groups that have slowly adapted to it is to observe certain areas of a modern 
metropolis: for example, the older districts … or even the streets and boulevards in the 
newer parts of the city people primarily by workers, where a great deal of human traffic 
occurs between lodging and street and neighbourhood relationships multiply. But it is in 
the smaller cities lying outside the mainstream of modern life, or in oriental cities (where 
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life is still regulated with a tempo such as our cities had one or two centuries ago), that 
local traditions are most stable. There the urban group really constitutes (as it does 
elsewhere only in part) a social body with subdivisions and a structure reproducing the 
physical configuration of the city enclosing it. The differentiation of a city arises from a 
diversity of functions and customs. Whereas the group evolves, the external appearance 
of the city changes more slowly. Habits related to a specific physical setting resist the 
forces tending to change them. This resistance best indicates to what extent the collective 
memory of these groups is based on spatial images (Halbwachs, 1980 [1950], pp. 132–
133). 

 

Similarly, the engineer and architect Lebbeus Woods (n.d.) argues that resistance arises 

when people “feel an unpleasant or threatening pressure but not before, and not after the 

pressure has been removed or accommodated.” Furthermore, Woods implies that where 

there is imbedded power (political, cultural or architectural), resistance must fight against 

it and must resist (ibid). Within architectural studies, a group called Architects’ Resistance 

(1969) believed that actions and counter-forces withstand oppression and urban change. 

In fact, architectural materiality itself, whether in its spontaneous structures—that 

originate culturally—or traditional architecture, can be considered a way to confront 

destruction and oblivion (Combarro, 2013). The anthropologist and political scientist 

James C. Scott comparably argues that resistance involves three forms of domination 

(material, status and ideological) (Scott, 1990). The practice of domination includes 

marginalisation, segregation or eviction (Routledge, 1997, p. 70).  

 

The fact that social groups endow space with different meanings, uses and values 

generates tension, constituted within the collective memory. These tensions manifest 

themselves in various social ways regarding the vision we have of space, as well as its 

purpose and use (Routledge, 1997, p. 70).  

 

Henri Lefebvre suggests that conflicts between socio-political interests are often 

expressed through spatial contradictions. Since it is obviously the space that is at stake 

(Lefebvre, 2011, p. 365), these spatial contradictions interweave relations between power 

and knowledge, domination and resistance (Routledge, 1997, p. 70). That is to say that 

resistance is generated by and takes place in these spaces. Likewise. Lefebvre suggests, 

“The method for approaching spatial problems cannot consist of one formal method, 

logical or logistical; it can only be, and must be, a dialectical method that analyses the 

contradictions of space in society and social practice” (Lefebvre, Brenner & Elden, 2009, 

p. 172). 
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Within his conceptual triad of space,59 Henri Lefebvre locates resistance mainly in 

representational spaces, because such lived spaces informally embody local knowledge 

(Oslender, 2002, p. 105). These spaces are dynamic, symbolic, and saturated with 

meanings, constructed and modified in the course of time by social actors. These spaces 

of representation do not need to obey rules of consistency or cohesion (Lefebvre, 2011, 

p. 32). Filled with imaginary and symbolic elements, they have their origin in history that 

produces a sense of belonging (idem, p. 41), that is to say a sort of collective memory. 

These spaces could be real, imaginary or symbolic (Routledge, 1997, p. 71).   

 

Resistance is configured through the physical environment and contested practises in 

everyday life. Its juxtaposition of forces may comprise “symbolic meanings, 

communicative process, political discourses, religious idioms, cultural practices, social 

networks, physical settings, bodily practices and envisioned desires and hopes” (idem, 

1997, p. 69) which could be understood as confrontational or hidden actions. The 

expression of resistance can vary in time (short or long duration), form (metamorphic, 

interconnected or hybrid), expressivity (creative or self-destructive) and/or object 

(challenging or preserving) (ibid).  

 

Another important aspect that should be considered when analysing the spatial materiality 

of resistance is the relationship that exists between bodies and representations, for 

instance images and texts (Baaz, Lilja, Schulz & Vinthagen, 2016, p. 147). Language and 

symbolism are considered highly significant in resistance, as the most powerful practices 

of nonconformity work discursively, producing a slow transformation of values (ibid). 

 

Resistance also expresses itself through occupation and spatial appropriation, “resisting 

assemblies” in which the resistors move and speak together, occupying sidewalks, streets, 

                                                
59 Beyond a classification of spaces, Henri Lefebvre hypothesizes three moveents in the production of space: spatial 
practices, representations of space and spaces of representation. Lefebvre expresses social and political interests through 
the spatial use of a triad. These three moments are constitutive and interrelated. Spatial practices refer to the ways in 
which societies use and perceive space, expressing a close association between daily reality (the use of time) and urban 
reality (the routes and networks that are linked to places of work, private life, leisure). Lefebvre conceives of 
representations of space as the space of scientists, planners, urban planners, engineers, etc. These identify the lived and 
the perceived with the conceived; representation is the dominant space of any society. These conceptions of space tend 
towards an intellectually elaborated system of verbal signs. Spaces of representation live through the images and symbols 
attached to them, and hence the space of the inhabitants, of the users, but also that of certain artists, and perhaps those 
novelists and philosophers who describe them. This is the dominated space, passively experienced, that the imagination 
wants to modify and take over. (Lefebvre, 2011, pp. 33, 38–43), 
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buildings and squares (Lilja, 2017, p. 343). Therefore the material space is transformed, 

and affects their symbolic values (ibid). 

 

The temporality of spatial expressions is important, as they respond to specific places and 

times (Baaz et al., 2016, p. 146). For instance, the architecture of resistance is transient, 

impermanent, even ephemeral, because situations change, and with them, the very need 

for resistance (Woods, n.d.). However, the beginning, dissolution, and therefore the limits 

of the resistance are vague, as there is no clear difference between past, present and future 

practices (Baaz et al., 2016, p. 146).  

 

The relationships between resistance practises and place are mutually constitutive, in 

multiple ways (Routledge, 1997). Resistance is shaped by particular spaces wherein the 

material, symbolic and imaginary character of the place also influences the articulation of 

the resistance (ibid).  

 

2.D.2 Resistance and Ordinary Practices  

Historically, resistance and its associated concepts are related to explicit forms of 

demonstration, and even destructive and violent attitudes. Focused on these forms of 

resistance, other important and even productive characteristics embedded in everyday life 

have been left aside. The philosopher Michel De Certeau, in his book L’invention du 

quotidien. Vol. 1, Arts de faire (Certeau & Mayol, 1980) first began to study such 

characteristics by questioning how a society resists within the silent processes that aim to 

establish sociopolitical order. More importantly, “what popular procedures (also 

“minuscule” and quotidian) manipulate the mechanisms of discipline60 and conform to 

them only in order to evade them, and finally, what “ways of operating” form the 

counterpart” ([1984] 2008, p. xiv). De Certeau argues that these subaltern procedures 

work through multiform and fragmentary operations, related to occasions and details 

hinted at and hidden in the systems. Following the symmetry between power and 

resistance proposed by Foucualt, De Certeau ([1984] 2008) suggests two concepts guiding 

their modus operandi. Tactics – the resource of resistance – and strategies - the tool of the 

power that seeks to impose itself in space. Tactics act from the imposition of the dominant 

force, presented in a bold and very astute way. Unlike strategies, tactics give importance to 

time, because they look for the right moment, skilfully. Tactics is the major strength of the 

                                                
60 In the way as Focault understood it.  
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resistant, who much must act in the instant to ensure quick and unexpected shifts, create 

surprises, and sneak away. 

 

Similarly, James Scott (1985, 1989, 1990) shows how resistance sometimes appears in 

hidden forms, and not necessarily through the use of violent action. These actions are not 

necessarily organized and evident; in fact, some seem invisible. Scott (1990) argues that 

activities such as sarcasm, passivity, misunderstandings, feigned ignorance, avoidance, etc. 

are tactics used to survive and undermine repressive domination.  He indicates that most 

forms of everyday resistance are “deployed precisely to thwart some appropriation by 

superior classes and/or the state. If the resistance succeeds at all, it of course confers a 

material benefit on the resister” (Scott, 1989, p. 36).   

 

Nevertheless, this type of resistance has been ignored within resistance studies for at least 

two reasons: firstly, it is not openly declared (in the political sense), and secondly, neither 

is it considered as collective action (Scott, 1985). Some authors have criticized the 

recognition of this type of resistance, since they consider it ambiguous and vague, and 

there is a risk that even activities that do not affect dominant power relations can be 

considered as resistance. (Vinthagen & Johansson, Anna, 2013).  

 

Maurice Blanchot and Susan Hanson argue that moments of resistance in everyday life 

become recognizable at points of revolutionary transformation (1987, p. 12). They can 

also become detectable if the groups of the forces that threaten them are identifiable 

(ibid).   

 

According to Guttmann, even when the resistance can be understood as non-organized 

and/or non-violent, this includes a fairly high level of tacit cooperation across class 

resisters (Gutmann, 1993). However, this inferred mode, whether organizing or almost 

disorganized, strengthens the concept of everyday resistance, since it allows its execution 

to be blended with the social practices of daily life. With this combined difficulty and 

possibility in identifying whether certain activities can be considered as form of resistance, 

many factors could be taken in account, such as intention, perception, and structure (Baaz 

et al., 2016).  

 

The intentions within a resistance can be plural, complex and evolutionary. According to 

geographer Paul Routledge the intention of resistance is to contest, transform or hold 

precise conditions relating to socio-spatial interactions (1997, p. 69).  Such intentions are 
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variable, as they can be political, material, spatial, economic, symbolic, supporting identity, 

increasing status or position, and so on (ibid). However, Michael Baaz et al. (2016, p. 140) 

argue that it is possible that the resistances are not consciously intentional, or that there 

is an attached intention that go beyond the simple motivation of affecting power. For 

example, when file-sharing (music, films, software), the objective is to satisfy the desire 

for cultural products, not to destroy a specific industry (Baaz et al., 2016, p. 140). The 

intention of these practices is therefore nonpolitical or ambiguous, even though the 

industries can perceive the file-sharing as a threat (ibid).  

 

According to Jocelyn Hollander and Rachel Einwohner (2004), resistance in everyday life 

may be perceived in three different kinds of groups: resisters, targets, and interested 

observers (including scholars). Understanding perceptions of resistance is difficult, even 

problematic overall, because resistance becomes a synonym of opposition, and not all 

oppositional forms are conceived as a form of resistance. For example, conflicts between 

political parties, power struggles or wars. That is to say, opposition does not have to be 

mistaken for resistance (ibid) 

 

Even though resistance is not always a sense of opposition, a dualism exists – domination 

and resistance. Inside of this, a complex structure of power takes place which includes 

intention of hierarchy, multiple levels, activities and process.  “Practices of resistance 

cannot be separated from practices of domination, they are always entangled in some 

configuration. As such they are hybrid practices, one always bears at least a trace of the 

other, that contaminates or subverts.” (Routledge, 1997, p. 70)  This complexity can be 

taken to another level, a place where resisting groups and individuals can be considered 

powerless or powerful according to the context and moment (Hollander & Einwohner, 

2004). In fact, the individual or the collective has the ability to create new structures, and 

even to recreate particular structures through alliances, with the aim of winning or simply 

creating an opposition (ibid).  
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2.D.3 Nostalgia, Counter-Memory and Permanencies  

Within the possibility of a dominant force, Maurice Halbwachs suggests the adherence of 

groups to their location. In his writings, he subtly hints at some components which I 

consider fundamental when analysing resistance and its relationship to collective memory. 

 
Any inhabitant for whom these old walls, rundown homes, and obscure passageways 
create a little universe, who has many remembrances fastened to these images now 
obliterated forever, feels a whole part of himself dying with these things and regrets they 
could not last at least for his lifetime […] a group does not stop with a mere display of 
its unhappiness, a momentary burst of indignation and protest. It resists with all the force 
of its traditions, which have effected (Halbwachs, 1980, p. 134). 

 

In this text, Halbwachs underlines a feeling of loss, suggesting a kind of nostalgia that 

would support and provoke resistance in inhabitants. The word nostalgia derives from 

the Greek words “nostos” and “algia”: the first means to return home, while the second 

means longing together (Pan, 2013, p. 136). Nostalgia literally means a longing for a distant 

home that no longer exists, or has never existed (ibid); however, the term was used for 

the first time in the late 17th century to refer to a disease, a form of melancholy caused by 

the prolonged absence of home or country (Margaret E. Farrar, 2011, p. 727). In both 

cases, it refers to a combination of present and past temporality, and a strong feeling for 

the absent. Nostalgia, on the one hand, may involve the desire to remain the same, but 

on the other hand, it can also be a discourse that appeals to diversity or even resistance 

(Pan, 2013, p. 158). 

 

Usually in academic fields, nostalgia with regard to historic cities tends to be assigned a 

negative meaning, since power structures usually choose an era of history or invent an 

epoch of history to carry out their interventions, constructing a linear history and denying 

any other type of memory. However, nostalgia should not be understood as simple 

sentimentality, or as a submission to predominate power that tends to reduce history to a 

simplified version (ibid). Rather, nostalgia requires an understanding of the complex 

ruptures between space and its inhabitants (ibid). The danger of nostalgia is that it 

confuses the real past with the imaginary (Boym, 2001, p. 25). However, as we have 

discussed, what is imaginary should not be considered an antonym of the real; collective 

memory works in several direction, and the imaginative can be as real as the past. It is 

worth mentioning that unlike melancholy—a tendency towards permanent individual 

sadness—nostalgia can be both individual and at the same time shared (idem, p. 27).  
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The academic Sventlana Boym, in her book The Future of Nostalgia, suggests that “nostalgia 

inevitably reappears as a defence mechanism in a time of accelerated rhythms of life and 

historical upheavals” (2001, p. 21). Similarly, David Lowenthal writes that “A perpetual 

staple of nostalgic yearning is the search for a simple and stable past as a refuge from the 

turbulent and chaotic present.” (Lowenthal, 1989, p. 21). That is, it is not only a defence 

mechanism, but also provides stability to the group. Nostalgia is an act of denial of the 

present, and resists the disappearance of collective memory (Pan, 2013, p. 148) 

 

Similarly, Lu Pan (2013) argues that nostalgia for a certain spatial configuration can 

emerge as a tool for local resistance against predominant national narratives, articulating 

long-repressed stories of the many facets of the city. The contradictory positions of these 

ideologies can generate some resistance through nostalgia, especially where different 

views and perspectives on the city exist (idem, p.158), which involves various rivalries and 

negotiations between different narratives of local memory that manifest themselves in 

tensions and spatial contradictions, as mentioned above. 

 

Nostalgia can also arise, although not always, as a countermemory. The countermemory 

should not be confused with the idea of counter-monuments61 proposed by specialist in 

Jewish studies James E. Young, which describes sites that challenge monumentalisation 

of the past (Legg, 2005, p. 496). The countermemory is a place that evokes buried or 

repressed memories, helping various groups who want to restore their memories 

(Werbner, 1998 in Legg, 2005 p. 497).  

 

Countermemory arises when two (or more) memories converge regarding the mode of 

interpretation of the past. Countermemory seeks to restore the meaning of a social life 

event in the context of disputes over territory, challenging previous institutionalised 

knowledge (Aguiluz Ibargüen & Waldman, 2007). These countermemories are not easily 

maintained, but generate anti-discourses that have a mnemonic function of restoration, 

and fight against false totalisations (Legg, 2005, p. 497). Countermemories are often based 

                                                
61 Counter-monuments are brazen, painfully self-conscious memorial spaces conceived to challenge the very premises 
of their being... By defining itself in opposition to the traditional memorial's task, the counter-monument illustrates 
concisely the possibilities and limitations of all memorials everywhere. In this way, it functions as a valuable "counter-
index" to the ways in which time, memory, and current history intersect at any memorial site. (Young, 1992, pp. 271–
277) 
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on memory traces or sites of countermemory62 that survive randomly in marginal places 

(ibid).  

 

Similarly, Halbwachs refers to traces of popular groups, and to the use of their resistance: 
The poor also resist, often aggressively, their dislocation and, even in submission, leave 
behind a good deal of themselves. Behind the new facade, and on the outskirts of avenues 
lined with the recently built homes of the wealthy, the public life of the common people 
in the past takes shelter in the malls, alleys, and lanes, only to recede gradually — hence 
those little islands out of the past that we are surprised to find in the midst of fairly 
modern districts.[…] contrary to our expectations, we find that houses of entertainment, 
small theatres, unofficial money-changers and secondhand stores curiously reappear after 
a time. […] Certain small businesses are well patronised because, from time immemorial, 
they have been located at a site that marks them for public attention. Hence we can 
understand why the remains of demolished buildings or roads persist for a long time, be 
it only the traditional name of a street or locale or the signboard of a store. All these 
routines and remnants from the past require some sort of collective automatism for their 
explanation (Halbwachs, 1980, pp. 134–135) 

 

In this sense, for Halbwachs, persistence indicates how some resist and do not adapt easily 

to spatial transformations, while at the same time remembering groups that resisted in the 

past. The philosopher Edward Casey claims:  

 

It is the stabilising persistence of place … that contributes so powerfully to its intrinsic 
memorability… We might even say that memory is naturally place-oriented, or at least 
place supported… [Memory] thrives … on the persistent particularities of what is 
properly in place: held fast there and made one’s own (Casey, 2000, pp. 186–187 in Farrar, 
2011, p. 724).  

 

In the same way, ruins, as a form of persistence, have the ability to resuscitate and restore 

memory that could lead to resistance (Farrar, 2011, p. 727). The persistence of the place 

and the inherent stubbornness of this persistence validates resistance more than than its 

obsolence does (ibid). 

Ruins, as places of persistence, often evoke archaic vestiges of structures belonging to 

institutions of power, whose materials, such as bronze, iron and granite, endure due to 

their rigid nature. However, ruin and resistance are not always linked to materials “that 

know how to age”, but to the ruinous state of certain artefacts. Relatively old architectures 

can persist as a kind of modern debris (Pétursdóttir & Olsen, 2014). They are not regularly 

                                                
62 One example of this is the Parque de la Memoria (the memory park), “a monument to the roughly 30000 individuals 
who ‘disappeared’ during the Argentinean military dictatorship of 1976- 83. This site resists the desire to forget these 
traumatic deaths and, as such, makes the memorial a site of intervention and agency today.” (Legg, 2005, p. 497) 
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considered as persistences, since the value of their antiquity is not enough for hegemonic 

groups to justify them as glorious vestiges, and regularly these places do not belong to 

these groups. These types of elements are usually considered “places of abjection giving 

face to a past too recent, too grim, and repulsive to be embraced as heritage” (idem, 

p. 4983). These artefacts support mnemonic systems as cultural retainers, and are used as 

icons of resistance (Pétursdóttir & Olsen, 2014). Traces and marks belonging to groups 

excluded from the official space of history function as mental “barricades” against their 

physical elimination (Graezer Bideau et al., 2017, p. 7). These traces could also belong to 

events, collective actions and resistance movements of the past, evoking tactics and 

strategies that could inspire and inform future resistance (Routledge, 1997, p. 86).  

 

As we have seen, resistance spatialises within a frame opposing domination, and this 

spatialisation can be expressed in the materiality of the objects themselves, as well as in 

ways of using the spaces. The spatial practices of daily life can be considered forms of 

resistance. Unlike organised movements, these forms are implicit in the way that popular 

groups act, but still require a form of tacit organisation. In relation to collective memory, 

space plays an important role in resistance as both a factor in the struggle against oblivion 

and the material elimination of popular groups. Even after a substantial process of 

transformation, the struggles of the popular group to keep their spatial marks can 

continue through nostalgia, countermemory and ruin. 

Films and Collective Memory 

The film industry arose from a cinematographic machine whose objective was to reflect 

reality, capture life and reproduce it. This apparatus responded to the decomposition of 

movement and was intended to reflect the world to examine it better (Morin, 2011, p. 14). 

Thus, cinematography and its immediate predecessors became objective research 

instruments to study natural phenomena (ibid). At the end of the 19th century, films were 

mostly documentary, and for this reason narratives developed to reproduce spatial 

journeys around the built environment. When fiction came into play, it increased interest 

in showing the problems faced by people living in cities (Weihsmann, 1997). As the city 

becomes a prominent subject or theme in film, psychological and social situations useful 

for the production of histories and theories of architecture are also revealed (ibid).  
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From the early 20th century, architecture and film have had some primary developments 

in common, especially in expressing the ideals of modernism, as film used architecture to 

show the development and progress of cities (Penz & Thomas, 1997, pp. 6–46). During 

the 20th century it became common to relate formal theories of space to various media 

and technologies, consolidating certain rules of representation guided by social and 

aesthetic discourse (Vidler, 2002). This relationship built bridges between cinematic 

urbanism and architecture. As a field of research, the relationship between pictures in 

motion and the city is relatively new, but has become well recognised in urban studies, 

architecture and related disciplines such as cultural studies, visual anthropology, 

psychology, and urban geography. Within this framework, multidisciplinary and 

international studies have been conducted in diverse topics. Memory is not their main 

subject, but several of these concepts have become essential to studies of the city: urban 

cinematics (Penz & Koeck, 2017; Penz & Lu, 2011), cinematic mapping (Bruno, 2002; T. 

Castro, 2007; Conley, 2007), cinematic influence on urban landscape perception 

(Lukinbeal, 2005; Villarmea Álvarez, 2015), films and global urban societies (AlSayyad, 

2006; Shiel & Fitzmaurice, 2001), among others. 

 

The use of film as a device to study collective memory is relatively recent. In such studies, 

the city usually complements the main area of study rather than being its main object, 

directing the focus of studies towards forms of representation (Kilbourn, 2010; 

Lombardo, 2014; Sutton, 2009; Tekin, 2014); historic events (Bayer, 2015; Haltof, 2012); 

the perceptions generated after historical events (Minghelli, 2013; Pinkert, 2008); as part 

of cultural memory (Grainge, 2003; Hedges, 2015; Kuhn, 2002; McQuire, 1998); trauma, 

(Elsaesser, 2014; Gerts & Khleifi, 2008; Jelača, 2016); and nostalgia (Cook, 2005), among 

other related topics. 

 

In the study of collective memory through architecture and urbanism, films have been 

analysed as memory recipients – that is, lieux de mémoire. Within this area of research, 

several articles appeared in the book Cinematic Urban Geographies (Penz & Koeck, 2017) 

emphasising the idea that films have the capacity to record urban life in combination with 

recognisable topographic spaces. To exemplify this, the articles studied several films in 

several European cities (London, Vienna, Cambridge, etc.). I reuse some useful concepts 

from these articles for my present investigation, such as the awareness that images of the 

past contained in the films have the capacity to unlock memories and topological places 
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(idem, p. 11). Similarly, the idea that the past with its memories, events and experiences 

is superimposed on the dynamics of the present like a ghost. Likewise, the importance of 

visual information provided by films allows us to reconstruct stories and space, as well as 

those activities and spatial practices that have disappeared or been forgotten. Another 

concept intersecting with this research is the approach in cinematic urban archaeology 

which “enabled us to excavate the successive cinematic strata accumulated over the urban 

fabric, making visible the emergence of the modern city and its subsequent 

transformations since […] 1895.” (Penz, Reid, & Thomas, 2017, pp. 192–193) 

 

In the case of Mexico City and its representation of the collective memory of the city 

through film, three works are worth highlighting. The first is Una ciudad inventada por el cine 

by the Mexican writer and journalist Hugo Lara Chávez (2006), which expresses the 

growth of the city, showing the construction of urban identity through several films 

between 1935–2005. This film exposes the customs of the city’s inhabitants, defining 

behaviours linked to specific spaces expressed in Mexican cinema such as the vecindad and 

the barrio (idem, p. 15). In addition, in the book La ciudad del cine DF: 1970-2010: una 

investigación a través de imagines del cine mexicano contemporáneo (Lara Chávez, Riestra, & Torres, 

2011), these authors consider the environment an essential key for the construction of 

films, not only as scenarios, but also as connectors with the events of each plot. 

Furthermore, the city of Mexico shown in La ciudad que el cine nos dejo, by the Mexican 

historian and sociologist Carlos Martínez Assad (2010), presents a diversity of locations 

used to illustrate urban life over several decades (1919–2016) in Mexican cinema. Through 

these, Assad discerns imaginaries related to the changes in the city. However, the 

aforementioned works do not study the collective memory of the city, and show different 

places within the immensity of Mexico City, therefore, they are distinct from the territorial 

perspectives of this research (Historic Centre). 

 

2.E.1 Films inspired by Collective Memory 

The film image impacts our memory; it has the ability to modify the experience of the 

city. François Penz describes his experience of Japan in the context of relationships 

between places and films: 

I have a good knowledge of Japanese cinema that gave me an instant connection to the 
country—what could be described as a sense of déja-vu it gave me a sense of familiarity 
with some sights of Tokyo—same for some domestic interiors… I have started re-
watching Japanese films with fresh eye, feeling a strong connection with interiors of Ozu’s 
films … similarly I feel a much closer relationship with city location shooting … in effect 
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I have built a set [of] personal memories that gets re-activated when I now see a Japanese 
film (Iuliano & Musto, 2018, p. 48). 

 

In this context, Penz argues that watching a city film can be a three-way process: “we see a film 

and gain a knowledge of a city; we then visit this city and experience a form of déja vu; we then 
watch the film again and the experience of having seen the place acts [as] a memory recall that 

gives a much stronger emotional connection to both the film and the city” (idem, p. 49). 

Nevertheless, the order of elements does not alter the results, since it could suggest that an 

individual first knew the city and its locations, and therefore, have a memory about the place 
before seeing the film and acquiring new information about it. 

 

In fact, the relationship between the city and pictures in motion within it is as old as the 

field of cinema itself, when the Lumière brothers presented the very first movie about the 

Place des Cordeliers à Lyon in 1895 (Penz & Lu, 2011, p. 8).  They directed their first images 

to contemplation, projecting as a show what in principle was not a show: the daily life and 

trivial happenings of the city (Morin, 2011, pp. 22). The admiration of spectators arose 

from the strange sensation of observing a known world and the reflection of reality, but 

not reality itself, creating a kind of a double (ibid). Alongside the cinematograph emerged 

two narrative aspects, one attached to reality and another to fantasy, such as that proposed 

by the French filmmaker Georges Méliès. Méliès incorporates special effects and fantastic 

stories into his work; even so, through the scenography he creates fictitious cities and 

architectures, like those that appear in Le voyage dans la lune (Méliès, 1902). 

 

It should be mentioned that my intention in this text is not to talk about the history and 

theory of cinema; rather my goal is to illustrate how cinema, even with its different 

theoretical and ideological postulates, sought to show the “real image”, to represent the 

thing that is absent, represent the city with all its qualities, said qualities that are known 

and socially shared. In other words, to use the collective memory of the city to represent 

the city itself. 

 

This precise idea of evoking what is absent, and the constructed nature of filmic ways of 

expressing reality —in fictionalised form— was one of the concerns of cinema theorists 

(Morin, 2011, p. 30). Urban life and the city was considered both a source of inspiration 

and a filmed object, allowing multiple filmmakers to materialise their theories through 

film. 
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Fig. 2.1 Place des Cordeliers 
(Lumière, 1895) 

 
Fig. 2.2 Le voyage dans la lune 
(Méliès, 1902) 
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For example, in the 1920s, the Soviet filmmaker and politician Dziga Vértov, together 

with his colleagues, considered that cinema showed the world but does not represent it. 

His famous Kino-eye project consisted of a way of showing the real in which the camera 

had to be freed from the human eye, to capture time and space: 
Kino-eye means the conquest of space, the visual linkage of people throughout the entire 
world base[d] on the continuous exchange of visible fact, of film-documents as opposed 
to the exchange of cinematic or theatrical presentations. Kino-Eye means the conquest 
of time (the visual linkage of phenomena separated in time). Kino-Eye is the possibility 
of seeing life processes in any temporal order or at any speed, inaccessible to the human 
eye. (Michelson & O’Brien, 1983, pp. 87–88).  
 

Thus Vértov seems to be interested in spatial and temporal dimensions reproduced by 

the camera, and explicitly in the possibility of returning to the original register, that is, to 

the unchanged memory. Following this documentarian perspective, with the aim of 

showing the city’s nature, he made several films, among them Man with a Movie Camera 

(Vértov, 1929), in which he recorded modern urban life and the work of the proletariat 

involved in the operation of different Soviet cities. It should be remembered that for 

Vértov, these moving images had a social content and a political purpose, which consisted 

in bringing revolutionary socialism to life through film (Michelson & O’Brien, 1983, p. 

xxxviii). However, the film director Sergei Eisenstein did not believe that reality and the 

hidden meaning of everyday life could be achieved simply through the camera. For this 

Soviet filmmaker, bringing the message to the viewer involved the need to stylise the 

image before and after capturing the image (Bordwell, 1985, p. 14). This is where his 

theories about film montage and its importance in the narrative sense come from. 

Einstein, who also intended to carry a revolutionary message through his films, used 

fiction, although not in a fantastic way; rather as a tool to express reality. This is 

exemplified in his work Bronenósets Potiomkin63 (Eisenstein, 1925a), a film is about a crew 

of sailors who decide to rise up due to government mistreatment. Representing the 

magnification of collective causes, although it is based on real events—except for the 

massacre of Odessa created by Eisenstein against the Tsar—the use of montage and the 

expressiveness of the image allows Eisenstein to create the effect of the combat of two 

worlds, in a dialectic approach (Michelson & O’Brien, 1983, p. 49). 

 

Furthermore, Siegfried Kracauer, German writer and film theorist, witnessed the most 

radical urban transformations in the 1920s, and seeks to understand and express these 

changes, but above all their particular interest for the masses. His naturalistic vision—

                                                
63 Battleship Potemkin 



 66 

recording and revealing physical reality—even led him to reject the concept of art in the 

cinema, because to conceive of art in this way, detached from reality, ignored physical 

reality (Kracauer, 1997b, pp. 37–40). Contrary to Kracauer, in the 1940s, French film 

theorist André Bazin’s reflections began to highlight the specificity of cinema as a 

representative medium of reality, Cinema was an art, and it was the art of the real, even 

without technical and artistic resources (Bazin, 1960, p. 4). 

 

As concern about the constructed nature of film rose over the years, new theoretical 

postulates began to relate film to semiotics. For example, for the Italian director and writer 

Paolo Pasolini, cinema, beyond being natural, was cultural (Bruno, 1991). According to 

his semiotic theory, the film image assumes that the objects represented on the screen 

have a certain analogical relationship with their real counterpart outside the film (ibid). In 

his theory he defends the idea of a cinematic language, composed of the articulation of 

different units (idem, p. 32), giving way to the existence of a code similar to verbal 

language reconstituted by image symbols (not strictly similar to words) (ibid). Similarly, in 

the 1970s, the French sociologist Christian Metzbegan to consider film as a language 

based on a series of codes and particular phrases (Metz, 1991).  

 

In any case, for the aforementioned authors, cinema bears some similarity to reality: film 

was reflected reality or a language of reality. According to Edgar Morin, “the aesthetics 

of the objective image tries to resuscitate all the qualities of the mental image in it” (Morin, 

2011, p. 34). Therefore, Morin recognises that the qualities of an image come from the 

qualities of the mental image, based on reality. These qualities can be considered a form 

of collective memory that is shared. 

 

These qualities are recorded in the films, both in the physical sphere and in the plot of 

the story. In the city, characters and stories arise alongside situations of daily life or major 

events, and are then superimposed on scenarios whose urban or architectural 

characteristics refer to ways of being a group, that is to say, a collective memory. Kracauer 

suggests: 
Each typical space is brought into being by typical social relationships that, without the 
distorting intervention of consciousness, express themselves in it. Everything that is 
disowned by consciousness, everything that would otherwise be intentionally overlooked, 
contributes to its construction. Spatial images are the dreams of society. Wherever the 
hieroglyphics of any spatial image are deciphered, there the basis of social reality presents 
itself (1997a, p. 60). 
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The urban form and architecture participate in the film as an object and a physical, cultural 

and historical narrative background, conferring significance and depth. This physical 

frame, also social, is implicit in the dynamism generated by social places (Clarke, 1997). 

Film narratives are generated and determined by the places where they occur (ibid). That 

is, places legitimise what is shown on screen, as a reference or as a map of the context in 

which a story takes place. 

 

Places and their relative meanings have preconceived characteristics, created from signs 

predetermined by social memory. Cinematographic places are transmitted to spectators 

either through the reflection of a space created from scenographic elements, or framing 

real places, or through oral evocation that communicates to the spectator the environment 

in which the story unfolds. The design of cinematic sets supports film narratives while 

stylistically participating in contemporary discussions of the subject. (Neumann, Albrecht, 

& David Winton Bell Gallery, 1999) Set design is crucially connected to the narrative of 

the film. A set can present a character and indicate their social position, their tastes, habits 

and lifestyle (ibid). 

 

Thether this set is real or resorts to scenography, there is always a close relationship 

between the projected physical environment and the narrative within it:  

The face of the land is constantly expressed in that of the farmer and the soul of a peasant 
appears in the vision of the wheat stirred by the wind. In the same way, the ocean 
expresses itself in the face of the sailor and this in the ocean. Because on the screen, the 
face becomes a landscape and the landscape becomes a face, that is, a soul. Landscapes 
are soul states and soul states landscapes(Morin, 2011, p. 69).64 

 

The importance of spatial context is clear from the beginning of the film, as the place 

within which the story will develop – or part of it – is generally proposed. Settings are 

proposed by their creators, who have built the film through an individual memory, but at 

the same time, they are social, since the places are spaces more or less recognisable to the 

spectators, be it a panoramic view of a city with its identifiable landmarks, or physical and 

environmental characteristics that communicate whether the plot will take place in a poor 

neighbourhood, a church, school, canteen, etc. That is to say, this recognition is precisely 

due to the fact that the spectators there are also preconceived imaginaries constructed 

from a collective memory. 

                                                
64 Own translation.  
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At the same time, the space evokes, indirectly or directly, the collective memory of the 

city, whether the inspiration of the film is historical or simply derives from stories inspired 

by fictitious rumours (well known within the society): “film also captures the mentalité of 

society, disclosing much about its inner as well as outer life.”(AlSayyad, 2006, p. 1). 

 

Film is also inspired by memory as a form of construction. It works through different 

temporalities and spatialities, which can be alternated or superimposed. Similarly, films 

use montage to construct their narration, since this “unites and orders with continuity the 

discontinuous and heterogeneous succession of planes. This rhythm, from time series 

broken into small pieces, will reconstitute a new, fluid time” (Morin, 2011, p. 57). Like 

memory, the actions that contain the image do not have a definitive end; rather, they are 

fluid. 

 

Films play with temporality and space in multiple dimensions, subjecting them to 

compressions and dilatations. Using the movements of cameras, angles and other 

techniques, spaces change their dimensions, thus hiding the immediately perceptible and 

discovering the minuscule. Over time new rhythms are acquired, within which seconds 

of narrative can last minutes, and days, hours and even years disappear. That is to say that 

film endows time with infinite speeds and setbacks (Morin, 2011, p. 57) through the 

technique of flashbacks. This tool calls to mind a film to which the French philosopher 

Gilles Deleuze paid special attention. Deleuze believed in the similarity between reality 

and moving images, considering the flashback to be a technique similar to memory. 

Inspired by the theories of Henri Bergson, Deleuze considers the flashback as an 

instrument playing on the relationship between the current image and the image-

recollection, working as a circuit that goes from present to past and then leads us back to 

the present (Deleuze, 2001, p. 48). This often allows overexposure of a memory whose 

objective is to provide narrative continuity. According to Deleuze (2001) the flashback is 

always caused by an exterior event, which triggers a search through the memory to pursue 

recollection-images. Therefore to justify the use of a flashback in a film, there must exist 

a problem whose result illuminates the present. Hence people witness the birth of new 

memories as a function of the future, which can then become the next object of another 

memory (ibid). 
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As we have observed, memory and the city work together on several levels of film 

production. Surely, the director or writer had an idea, rather a mental image, about what 

he or she wanted to project: either an event or a story, with social and physical 

characteristics usually inspired by the reality of the city. The film then resurrects some 

qualities and characteristics through signs in history selected and highlighted by its creator. 

Thus each film can be thought of as a person’s point of view, even if it can be argued that 

Maurice Halbwach’s proposed individual memory is no more than an individual’s 

viewpoint within the group they belong to, influenced by his/her group, it is then a kind 

of social echo ([1950]1980, pp. 44–49).  

 

2.E.2 Films Informing Collective Memory 

Films offer a space of resistance during and after their creation, allowing us to meditate 

on their function and social viewpoint. Films offer a precise vision of the world, becoming 

a tool for fighting ideological institutions, awakening new states of consciousness (Ferro, 

1992, p. 15). Film’s resistance to hegemonic versions of the past is exemplified by some 

filmmakers such as Carl Dreyer, Sergie Eisenstein and Roberto Rossellini (Rosenstone, 

1995, p. 18). Foe example, the aforementioned film Bronenósets Potiomkin65 mounts a 

challenge to power (Eisenstein, 1925a), as does Blade af Satans Bog66 (1920) by the Danish 

director Carl Theodor Dreyer. Based on four historical periods (the temptation of Jesús, 

the Spanish inquisition, the French Revolution and the Russo-Finnish war of 1918), the 

film has a socio-political character and a theological background (Gómez García, 1997, 

p. 70). The main theme of the film is prejudice as a derivation of fanaticism, protesting 

against overabundance. In the film, the director  sets revolutionary abuse alongside abuses 

of the inquisition, with the intention of denouncing ignorance and incomprehension 

when both are organised under power structures (idem, p. 72). 

 

Cinematographic language cannot be considered innocent or unconscious; it has the 

power to take control of ideologies by modifying time, and transcribing space and sound 

(Ferro, 1992, p. 17). Films are also able to intervene in history, and can indoctrinate or 

glorify, explicitly or implicitly, under the pretext of telling a story (ibid). However, film 

can usefully expose alternative visions, otherwise hidden in society, revealing divergent 

                                                
65 Battleship Potemkin. 
66 Leaves from Satan’s Book. 
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perspectives whether between the lines or openly, to give a counter-analysis of society 

(Ferro, 2006, pp. 245–246).  

 

Film—especially fictional film—is also able to venture into forbidden scenarios (Ferro, 

1983, p. 361), as directors and writers allow themselves to play with time and make films 

about past eras, whose objective is to avoid established social or political narratives. By 

using these temporalities, films can provide a new story, using memories that were 

rejected at the time (ibid) to replace the vision that previously dominated some aspects of 

the social past—the vision of the church, of a party, of the government or another source 

of power (Ferro, 1992, p. 15). “The main virtue of feature films is that they present more 

than one possibility of interpreting the facts, which show the world in all its complexity, 

indetermination and multiplicity, and not as a series of linear, encapsulated and clearly 

defined events.” (Rosenstone, 1995, p. 38). 

 

Thus, films as repositories of the past serve as a source of inspiration and, in turn, inform 

cities about their own past. Films inspired by past events and collective memories convey 

the feelings of these groups, which by other external means would remain alien and 

distant. In addition, since film is an oral and visual tool, it improves communication and 

understanding (Mendoza García, 2011, p. 86) Operating as a commercial medium, its 

scope is greater, and gives access to information to foreign groups, transcending the 

barriers of language and space, as well as bridging barriers for popular, minority and even 

illiterate groups whose greatest access to information comes from visual media (ibid).  

 

Although we can’t measure the full social influence and impact that a film has, some 

effects may be observable. Censure has been applied to situations that multiple groups 

lived through which could contradict official versions, such as Serguéi Eisenstein’s Bezhin 

Lug (1937),67 famous for having been allegedly destroyed before completion by the Soviet 

State. In Mexico, Eisenstein could not finish his work ¡Que viva México! (1932), because of 

their socialist inclinations among other reasons. This repression exposes film’s value, 

significance and meaning. By contrast, during the 1930s and early 1940s Nazi cinema was 

used as an ideological tool to indoctrinate the German population, even in seemingly 

                                                
67 Bezhin Meadow.  
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harmless domestic and romance melodramas (Heins, 2013). Cinema can be considered a 

restitution tool that reveals the true city hiding under oppressive forces: 

 
The despair of its elite as they witnessed the dismantling of this ideal city, while it may 
not have been justified, is at least understandable. As they followed their chosen aesthetic 
path, it seemed to them that the cinema had developed into an art most perfectly 
accommodated to the exquisite embarrassment of silence and that the realism that sound 
would bring could only mean a surrender to chaos (Bazin, 1967, p. 23). 

 

However, making a film operative and effective undoubtedly depends on the society that 

produces and receives it. (Ferro, 2006, p. 105). In the 1920s the French art historian Élie 

Faure noted the power of cinematographic images, considering them a means of 

symphonic expression, in which all the arts were found, which allowed them to become 

a universal language addressed to all possible spectators (without differentiating, age, sex 

or provenance) (Morin, 2011, p. 78). Similarly, Einsenstein observed that every society 

receives its images according to its culture. The allegory of the slaughterhouse in Stachka68 

(1925b) caused the desired effect in the cities, while in the countryside on the contrary it 

left viewers indifferent, since it is the custom of country people to see the slaughter of 

beasts. (Ferro, 1976, p. 106).  

 

This reception system was studied by the sociologist Edgar Morin at the end of the 1950s, 

recognising that cinema consists of exactly this symbiosis: “a system that tends to integrate 

the viewer into the flow of the film. A system that tends to integrate the flow of the film 

in the psychic flow of the spectator” (2011, p. 94). Morin proposed two underlying 

processes in (subjective) perception that are part of the condition of life: projection and 

identification. Projection is a process in which “our needs, aspirations, desires, obsessions, 

fears, are projected in a vacuum not only in dreams and imaginations, but on all things 

and beings.” (idem, p. 82), whereas in identification ‘the subject, instead of projecting 

himself into the world, absorbs the world in him’ (ibid). Cinematographic perception 

involves a projection-identification mechanism, thus the famous fact that the Lumiere 

spectators believed that the train was coming towards them. This participation is devalued 

by the fact that the cinema is considered a form of spectacle (ibid); however, participation 

is limited and not fully active, although it is channelled ‘in symbols of approval (applause) 

or rejection (whistling), and in any case powerless to modify the internal course of 

representation’ (idem, p. 89). This screening-identification process includes recognition 

                                                
68 The Strike. 
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of the built environment of the film, exemplified by the fact, as Edgar Morin notes, that 

westerns were more popular in the Rocky Mountains (idem, p.98). This is comparable 

with films set in cities; for example, as we will see with later examples of films set in 

Mexico City, multiple blockbuster movies reflected popular life, characters and communal 

places. In short: 

 
This polymorphous participation that the cinema contributes incomparably, embraces 
and unites not only a character, but also the characters, objects, landscapes and the 
universe of the film as a whole. We participate, beyond the passions and adventures of 
the heroes, in a totality of beings, things, actions, which the film carries in its flow (Morin, 
2011, p. 99).  
 

2.E.3 Films as Supporters of Collective Memory  

As previously mentioned, the importance of film as a supporter of collective memory lies 

in its nature as a double. Over time, film gained interest not only in what it showed, but 

in the way in which it constructed and reflected reality. This reflection involves produsing 

elements, techniques and resources that use spaces, real locations or scenography to build 

a narrative. At the same time, films register objects—in this case, my object of interest is 

the city and the popular groups who inhabit it—at a precise point in history, generating 

both a sense of temporality and timelessness. That is, films allow us to return to the past 

at a later time to observe the object’s previous state, which remains unchanged. Film thus 

becomes an artefact recalling and evoking a temporary moment, renewing in a certain way 

an ancient practice (demonstrated by the Aztecs or Greeks with their monuments and 

artefacts) of depositing knowledge in durable media for transmission to future 

generations. According to the definition of Pierre Nora (1984) and his notion of lieux de 

memoire, films play an important role as an archive of memory.  

 

Thus, the films, as technological innovations, allow the invention of movement images 

with explicit and implicit meanings. They narrate everyday life, tragedies, ideals, 

aspirations, etc. In relatively recent times, cinema has been used as an instrument to 

reconstruct the past, as a means of apprehension and as a source of information (Ferro, 

1992), as well as a support for the construction of historical knowledge (Rosenstone, 

1995). However, history as a discipline concerns the facts and events of the past and is 

not expressly interested in the perceptions or the imaginary produced. That is to say that 

cinema is not a primary source for history; rather it is its support tool. According to 

Rosenstone, historians study feature films from three different angles (1997, p. 10): 1. The 

history of cinema as an artistic and industrial activity; 2. The analysis of film as a document 
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that opens a window on to cultural and social aspects of an era; 3. The audio-visual 

medium as subject to dramatic rules and fiction that can make us reflect on our 

relationship with the past. While close to this third approach, collective memory as a field 

of study can use filmic supports to reveal perceptions of the past and its representation 

in the past present that films provide. In this sense, films combine topographical 

recognition of a precise moment in history with the everyday life of its inhabitants. It is 

possible to go back in time and observe forms that no longer exist. 

 

Film not only generates a process of identification; at the same time it generates 

information about and memories of the city.  According to the film historian Georges 

Sadoul, after viewing the film L’arrivée d’un train a La Ciotat, spectators remembered their 

excursions and commented on them to their children (Morin, 2011, p. 88). That is to say 

that films, as archives of the past, reactivate memories about the city and can activate 

memories of the city in their viewers. Kracauer, remembering the emotion caused by the 

first film that he saw, writes:   
 

Let me conclude with a personal reminiscence. I was still a young boy when I saw my 
first film. The impression it made upon me must have been intoxicating, for I there and 
then determined to commit my experience to writing. To the best of my recollection, this 
was my earliest literary project. Whether it ever materialised, I have forgotten. But I have 
not forgotten its long-winded title, which, back home from the moviehouse, I 
immediately put on a shred of paper. Film as the Discoverer of the Marvels of Everyday Life, 
the title read. And I remember, as if it were today, the marvels themselves. What thrilled 
me so deeply was an ordinary suburban street, filled with lights and shadows which 
transfigured it. Several trees stood about, and there was in the foreground a puddle 
reflecting invisible house facades and a piece of the sky. Then a breeze moved the 
shadows, and the facades with the sky below began to waver. The trembling upper world 
in the dirty puddle-this image has never left me. (Kracauer, 1997b, p. Li) 

 

However, the memories that we acquire from film are not complete or exact. The French 

filmmaker René Clair suggested that he knew people who remembered silent films, but 

remembered them with dialogues (idem, 103). According to Kracauer, in this way, the 

supremacy of the image can be shown to transmit new memories (ibid).   
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3 Methodology 

The present research uses a mixed method, predominantly studying empirical and 

qualitative data relying largely on visual methods. Interviews, film narratives and related 

documentation stand at the core of the analysis. To study the complexity of the central 

problem,69 my exploration is situated at the intersection of different methods from diverse 

fields, ranging from architecture, urban studies and geography to social phycology and 

film studies.  

 

The background of this research is supported by a broader research project: Mapping 

Controversial Memories in the Historic Urban Landscape: A Multidisciplinary Study of Beijing, Mexico 

City and Rome, funded by the Swiss Network for International Studies (SNIS) for two years 

since early 2015. This project was coordinated by the École Polytechniqhe Fédérale de Lausanne 

(EPFL) and Haute École Spécialisée de Suisse Occidentale (HES-So), directed by Florence 

Graezer Bideau (CdH—EPFL) and codirected by Yves Pedrazzini (LaSUR EPFL). This 

interdisciplinary project evaluated the potential and limits of the UNESCO 

“Recommendation of Historic Urban Landscape” (2011) by analysing the socio-spatial 

effects of its implementation at the local level in Beijing, Mexico City and Rome, bringing 

together new spatial modelling techniques, socio-anthropological and ethnographic 

methods in order to map collective perceptions of space. 

 

The case of Mexico City was coordinated by Martha de Alba, professor at Universidad 
Autónoma Metropolitana—Unidad Iztapalapa- (UAM-Iztapalapa). Prof. de Alba, myself and 
a group of local students (master and bachelor) carried out different parts of the fieldwork 
and data collection, which included ethnographic observation, informal interviews and 
semi-structured interviews. Therefore, part of the proposed methodology interacts with 
this wider research project. It is worth mentioning that some of the methods used in this 
research have already been tested. For example, mental maps were used by Martha de 
Alba in the area of Mexico City (2004, 2010, 2014), and life course mapping was used by 
Jean-Christophe Loubier (Dubus et al., 2015). My analysis in this thesis represents a new 
work, but intersects with the results of the aforementioned project. Likewise, some plans, 
mental maps, figures, etc. generated in the context of that project—in which I am a co-
author—will be cited, while respecting authorship rights. 

                                                
69 See Chapter 1. 
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Furthermore, I performed analysed films within the framework of the project “Urban 

cinematics: A new visual approach to popular memories in Mexico City (Mexico)”, 

supported by the Doc.Mobility fellowship, from January to June 2018, as a visiting PhD 

student in the Department of Architecture, University of Cambridge.  

 

General Methodology  

As I have mentioned, my methodology is particularly oriented to visual methods, which 

I consider coherent and pertinent, coming from professional fields of architecture and 

urbanism. These disciplines are familiar with the analysis and production of visual 

material, such as historic maps, sketches, plans, photos (made in-situ), etc.  These 

analytical methods and ways of visualising a problem are an intrinsic part of the language 

of these disciplines. I use different objects of analysis. At the theoretical level I am 

interested in the spacialisation of collective (popular) memory, transmission, and the 

capacity for resistance. Moreover, as one object of exploration, I investigate the Historic 

Centre of Mexico City (HCMC) and films produced there from 1919 to 1995. 

 

Therefore, my general methodology uses two parallel processes: on the one hand, 

fieldwork carried out in-situ in HCMC, “the current existing city”, or the Concrete City. On 

the other hand, exploration carried out through multiple fictional films about HCMC 

through time, “the fictitious past city”, or Cinematographic City. Consistent with my research 

objectives and questions, the methodology has five phases : 

 

The first phase consisted of exploration and data collection, as well as selecting 

sources of information, determining specific areas of study and the 

characteristics of the interviewees, and the selection of films. The filmic process 

is composed of filmic space exploration, inspired by a “cinematic urban 

archaeology” approach. While in the real city there was a visual exploration of 

the CHMC, the in-situ process is composed of interviews and mental maps.  
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The second stage consisted of identifying the places of collective memory, as 
well as the imaginaries that are established on the urban landscape. The film 
process required generating lists of places contained in each of the films. In the 
in-situ process, a list of the sites was also generated during the creation of mental 
maps. Similarly, general discourses were determined according to the time and 
associations with the suggested spaces. This allowed us to observe spatial 
contradictions and the first signs of resistance. 

 
The third phase consisted of drawing individual plans of the territory containing 
the mentioned places, using sources of information such as the interviewees 
(particularly their mental maps) and the films. This required processes of 
information translation, aiming to move from abstract/fictitious space to 
detectable space through the production of geographic maps with locatable 
places. For the cinematic city, the process involved detecting the location of 
places used in the films by means of geographic maps. The same process 
occurred regarding the mental maps generated by the interviewees.  
 
The fourth phase involved creating group maps from the films (past) and 
interviews (current time). The film information was divided into four major 
periods congruent with the history of Mexican cinema. Similarly, a grouping was 
made using individual plans from the mental maps, with the objective of 
determinging the connection between the places and economic and political 
power. Group maps were created by establishing a category of analysis 
according to their use (government, educational, religious, public space). These 
plans also allowed me to observe the frequency with which the places and the 
general narratives and extension of the territory in each period were mentioned, 
as well as observe the appearance and disappearance of elements in the area.  
 
The fifth phase consisted of classifying the places by type. I divided the places 
of memory into two large groups: 1. Places of everyday life and commerce 
(popular trade); 2. Places of Power, usually linked to the church, government, 
history and high-end commerce. Within these places of memory, I analysed 
spatial practices and forms of resistance, both through narrations and stories 
and visually, with the use of images. Moreover, in terms of transmission through 
this process I contrasted similarities and differences of the places of memory 
provided by the films and interviews. 
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Fig. 3.1Scheme Methodology 
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3.A.1 Visual Methods 

In recent years, many researchers in the social sciences 

have devoted their research to the application of visual 

methods and to the use and creation of visual data (Ball 

& Smith, 1992; Banks, 2001, 2007; Emmison & Smith, 

2000; Margolis & Pauwels, 2011; Pink, 2007, 2012). These 

authors claim that visual documents have the same power 

as words, and can be much more than an illustrative 

resource.  

 

According to the social anthropologist Sarah Pink, visual 

research “refers to uses of visual technologies and images 

in research, [and places…] an undue stress on the visual. 

‘Visual research methods’ area not purely visual. Rather, 

they pay particular attention to visual aspects of culture. 

Similarly, they cannot be used independently of other 

methods; neither a purely visual ethnography nor an 

exclusively visual approach to culture can exist” (Pink, 

2007).  

 

I use visual research throughout this methodology, from 

the exploration of the fieldwork to the demonstration of 

results. The social anthropologist and ethnographic film-

maker Marcus Banks suggests that visual anthropology 

and visual sociology could be divided into three wide 

activities: “making visual representations (studying 

society by producing images), by examining pre-existing 

visual representations (studying images for information 

about society) and by collaborating with social actors in 

the production visual representations” (Banks, 1995). In 

this research I rely on these three activities to varying 

extents, by using: ethnographic photography (Fig.3.2), 

mental maps (Fig. 3.3), cinematic urban archaeology (Fig. 

3.4), film cartography, and urban cinematics, among other 

methods.  

Fig. 3.2 Ethnographic Photography from Fieldwork 

Fig. 3.3 Mental Map from MCM Project 

Fig. 3.4 Street from Films 
El automovíl gris (Rosas, 1919) 
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Through these visual methods the visible characteristics 

of the social world must be considered as information 

(Emmison & Smith, 2000, p. 4). That is, the social world 

offers a visual reality that constitutes data for research 

(ibid). This opens new possibilities, as any object, event 

or circumstance of any discipline can potentially be the 

subject of study and observation (idem, p. 5). The nature 

of the visual can help academics to investigate subjects 

such as emotion, time, the senses, identity, etc. 

(MacDougall, 1999, p. 287), as visual methods have the 

capacity to address complex forms of experience, “a 

language metaphorically and experientially close to them” 

(ibid), including experiences of collective memory. 

 

Images (for example photographs and frames) should be 

considered analogous to any way in which social 

researchers capture data for further analysis and research. 

That is to say, visual images are just as useful as written 

field notes or verbal recordings (Emmison & Smith, 

2000, p. 2). In addition, images have the advantage that 

they are a means of preserving, storing or representing 

information. 

 

As a medium, the image is able to cover several 

dimensions. The visual is also spatial, since visual data 

have more than just the two-dimensional component that 

suggests its representation in the photographic or filmic 

image (Emmison & Smith, 2000, pp. 107–152).  

  

Fig. 3.5 Individual Map Based on a Mental Map 

Fig. 3.6 Group Map Based on Individual Maps 
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Exploration and Data Gathering  

3.B.1 Exploring ‘Cinematic Urban Archaeology’ 

My exploration of the corpus of films is inspired by the process of “cinematic urban 

archaeology”, developed by the ‘Cinematic Geographies of Battersea’ project in the case 

of Battersea films.70 This process enables us “to excavate the successive cinematic strata 

accumulated over the urban fabric, making visible the emergence of the modern city and 

subsequent transformation” (Penz, Reid, & Thomas, 2017, p. 197), allowing us to observe 

the urban structure and its transformations of a place through time, as well as detecting 

cultural and social mutations (idem, 199). 

 

In the case of this research, the first stage was a review of films using diverse literature 

such as: Historia documental del cine mexicano (composed by 17 volumes) (García Riera, 1992), 

Breve historia del cine mexicano: primer siglo 1897-1997 (García Riera, 1999), Mexican cinema: 

reflections of a society, 1896-2004 (C. Mora, 2005), and La grandeza del cine mexicano (Ayala 

Blanco, 2004), among others.   

 

The first film selection was of about 176 films, based on the principle that the story of 

the film, either in part or as a whole, was located in the traditional city, or simply the area 

known as the “Centre”. Under this premise, we were guided by the current official 

perimeters A and B, that inscribe a specific territory under the label “Historic Centre”. In 

the context of this investigation, such perimeters are considered as an artificial limit 

established to legitimize a hegemonic vision of the historical space, which ignores other 

territories and practices such as those of popular groups. 

 

The second variable considered was the film’s time of production. The objective was to 

study a diversity of films from different years that allowed the analysis of memory places 

through the strata of the city, allowing observation of the different narratives established 

throughout history around the urban landscape of the area. A time limit was also 

established from the beginning of the 20th century until the 1990s, given that it was from 

1997, with the first election of the local government of the Federal District (today Mexico 

City) that substantial transformations arose in politics at city level, increasing discourse 

around heritage and heritage programs. Another important requirement was that these 

                                                
70 A district of south west London, located on the south bank of the river Thames.  



 84 

films were mostly relevant in the history of Mexican cinema. This allowed two factors, 

the first at a theoretical level, for the possibility of dissemination and distribution, as they 

represent the collective memory of the city and therefore its transmission. The second 

requirement considered was practical, since a requirement was that the films had to be 

available in digital formats for analysis. 

 

3.B.2 Casting a Selection of Films 

After first making an approximate list of possible films, the selection process was made 

by considering the protagonists of the films. After making a first review of the film’s 

corpus in the aforementioned phase of exploration, I realized that certain stereotypes 

were constantly repeated in different films across time periods. For example, the role of 

the bad woman emerges with the film Santa (1918) directed by Luis Peredo, based on the 

novel by the Mexican writer Federico Gamboa. A little more than a decade later it would 

inspire the remake of Santa (1932) directed by Antonio Moreno. From this second film 

emerges a stereotype of a “bad woman” who is poor, unhappy and works in cabarets or 

canteens. This role would reach its success in the golden age of what came to be known 

as cabaret cinema. Since my interest is in the spaces of these films, the cabaret or the 

cantina are at the centre of the filmographic narratives. However, as part of society these 

women use and share other spaces with their friends, couples and family. This allows me 

to observe other types of architectural typologies over time. Therefore the story of each 

film’s protagonist, although individual, is created, nurtured and grown through the 

interweaving of social life with a diversity of urban characters, meaning that in just one 

film a vast quantity of characters and spaces may appear. 

 

Alongside the stereotype of the bad woman there were other stereotypical associations, 

between thugs and the use of public space, intellectuals and the university, the unfortunate 

and the city’s housing, the couple and architectural contrasts, political figures and public 

institutions, foreigners and new kinds of business, etc. 

 

Based on my research goal, I sifted through these stereotypes looking for the collective 

memory of the populace / popular groups. Some characters, such as the politician and 

the foreigner, were therefore discarded. I selected those with the utmost connection with 

the territory, which articulated places and spatial practices typical of popular groups.  
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In general, this combination of characters generates different urban imaginaries and 

associations about places currently considered places of memory. Usually their 

protagonists narrate a version of their reality, but it is possible to dissociate them from 

other figures or from other social frameworks. That is to say that my vision does not 

focus on the protagonists, but rather on the places that are the object of memory for their 

social groups. Selecting a character allowed me to stabilize a network of types of places 

over time. This combination of characters allowed me to select 37 films, and it is worth 

mentioning that a great amount of them come from the “golden age” of cinema.  The 

character types are the following:  

 

The thugs: these characters are mostly linked 

to the idea of violence in the area. These 

characters can work alone or in groups. Often, 

they are structured and organised around 

vandalism, although sometimes their thefts are 

spontaneous. Some of them aim to be 

acquisitive and overcome their poverty or 

hunger, while others aim simply to challenge 

power structures. The thugs can be adults, 

young adults, or children.  

 

The bad woman: these all have similar stories. 

They were innocent girls, sometimes from the 

province, whose past has been destroyed by a 

betrayal of love, usually within the framework 

of sin (infidelity or promiscuity), damaging the 

woman’s connection with her family. Without 

family, and needing to get ahead, her only 

option is to work in canteens, cabarets, brothels, 

etc. Becoming almost prostitutes or prostitutes, 

their destiny is generally the same: a 

punishment.  

 

 

1 

2 

Fig. 3.7 The Thugs 
El automovíl gris (Rosas, 1919) 

Fig. 3.8 The Bad Woman 
Las abandonadas (Fernández, 1945) 
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The unfortunate: children or men who, in 

spite of leading a correct life, are victims of the 

misery into which they have been born. 

Despite their poverty, they work hard without 

committing mischief. If they do get into 

trouble, life corrects them. For these characters 

it is not all sadness: they have the support of 

their friends or families and manage to get 

ahead. The future always rewards them. 

 

The intellectual: mostly from a poor 

background, these are students or academics 

who fight for their ideals in search of change in 

their society and even in the country of Mexico. 

Some are corrupted by their ideals or by 

ambition, which regularly puts their fate in 

danger. 

 

 

 

The couple: these represent the clash of two 

worlds, as deficiencies are confronted with 

abundance, the old with the new. They are 

initially often couples consisting of one poor 

character and one rich character; at other times 

they are both poor, and face the changes in the 

city and their financial needs together, seeking 

improvement. 

 

3 

4 

5 

Fig. 3.9 The Unfortunate 
Nosotros, los pobres (Rodríguez, 1948) 

Fig. 3.10 The Intellectual 
Mil estudiantes y una muchacha (Bustillo Oro,1942) 

Fig. 3.11 The Couple 
Del brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956) 
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Tab. 3.1 List of Films 
  

Character Year Film Director 

1. The 
Thugs 

1919 El automóvil gris Enrique Rosas 
1949 Ángeles de arrabal Raúl de Anda 
1951 En la palma de tu mano Roberto Gavaldón  
1951 Los olvidados Luis Buñuel  
1967 Los caifanes  Juan Ibáñez 
1986 Ratas de la ciudad  Valentín Trujillo  

 
2. The Bad 

Woman 
1932 Santa Antonio Moreno 
1937 Mancha de sangre Adolfo Best-Maugard 
1945 Las abandonadas Emilio Fernández 
1950 Vagabunda Miguel Morayta  
1949 Salón México Emilio Fernández 
1951 La trotacalles Matilde Landeta  
1960 Cada quién con su vida Julio Bracho 
1975 Tívoli Alberto Isaac  

 
3. The 

Unfortunate 
1946 Campeón sin corona Alejandro Galindo 
1947 Ropavejero  Emilio Gómez Muriel 
1948 Nosotros, los pobres Ismael Rodríguez  
1951 El revoltoso Gilberto Martínez 

Solares 
1956 El camino de la vida  Alfonso Corona Blake 
1961 Suerte té de Dios Gilberto Gazcón  
1963 El hombre de papel Ismael Rodríguez 
1984 El mexicano feo  Alfredo B. Crevenna 
1989 Lola  María Novaro 

 
4. The 

Intellectual 
1935 Los muertos hablan Gabriel Soria 
1939 El signo de la muerte Chano Urueta  
1942 Mil estudiantes y una 

muchacha 
Juan Bustillo Oro 

1943 Distinto amanecer Julio Bracho 
1945 La mujer que engañamos Humberto Gómez 

Landero 
1945 Crepúsculo Julio Bracho 
1948 Río Escondido  Emilio Fernández 

 
5. The 

Couple 
1938 Perjura  Raphael J. Sevilla 
1948 ¡Esquina, bajan! Alejandro Galindo 
1954 La ilusión viaja en tranvía Luis Buñuel 
1954 Dos mundos y un amor Alfredo B. Crevenna 
1956 Del brazo y por la calle Juan Bustillo Oro 
1995 Sin remitente Carlos Carrera 
1995 El callejón de los milagros Jorge Fons 
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3.B.3 Case Study: Two different points of view from the territory 
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Fig. 3.12 Map HCMC with Areas of Study 
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71  

  

                                                
71 A kind of Mexican fast food. 

Fig. 3.13 Limits of Alameda Sur 
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72   

 
  

                                                
72 Old big houses divided in small apartments, normally occupied by the poor population.  

Fig. 3.14 Limits of Northeast Area 
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3.B.4 Data Collection: 

In order to understand the changes that the urban fabric has undergone over time, I 

conducted a literature review as well as gathering quantitative and qualitative data of the 

HCMC, including different kinds of literature and archives (involving iconographic 

source). Also, I identified heritage and urban planning regulations, public policies in urban 

planning, and the rehabilitation plans of the historic centre, etc.  

 

It is worth mentioning that a data collection was carried out in different government 

institutions, as well as in libraries and archives. Likewise, informal interviews were 

conducted with different actors (residents, merchants, workers of public institutions, etc.). 

These two simultaneous activities allowed me to enrich the work of observation. 

 

 
Tab. 3.2 Data collection from Government Institutions 
 

 

3.B.5 Visual Exploration  

The fieldwork was carried out in several stages. During 2015, I was engaged with 

information gathering and data preparation for the visit in-situ. This process included the 

preparation of an ethnographic based observation grid. The work in-situ took place 

during the year 2016 through several months. The first visits were made from the end of 

January to April, and the second in September and October of the same year. The first 

fieldwork focused on socio-spatial features of the area and a characterisation of different 

stakeholders that interweave on the place. The second fieldwork allowed me to verify my 

observations and refine the collected information.  
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The fieldwork in-situ began with preliminary visits, the objective of which was to make a 

first approach to the study area. These first visits were made in conjunction with other 

researchers who were part of the project. Later, with the aim of identifying and observing 

the functions and social-spatial characteristics as a first means of approximating places of 

collective memory, visits were performed using an observation grid. This grid included 

visual and social analysis of different factors (urban spatial structure, connections and 

articulations of spaces, form of appropriation and perception of space, etc.) 

complemented with a plan of each street. The idea behind this was to carry out an 

exhaustive study of the built environment and social practices.  

 

Unfortunately, due to various aspects such as the time-consuming nature of applying the 

observation grid, the behaviour changes of the groups observed and the problems of 

violence associated with the area, this way of making ethnographic observations was not 

very effective. It provided me with detailed information, but this information was 

corrupted because my revealed presence on the field had the effect of denaturalising the 

daily life of the areas. 

 

Sarah Pink highlights that methodologies are created for particular projects and 

researchers know that “it’s not unusual to make up the methods as you go along” (2007, 

p. 5), since strategies are governed by the environment provided by the subjects of 

observation (ibid). Therefore, the decision was made to change the method, giving priority 

to ethnographic photography as the main instrument of observation and source of 

information.  

 

For this purpose, it is important to understand the connection between theory and the 

method itself. Visual anthropology argues that culture manifests through symbols 

embodied in ceremonial gestures, rituals and artifacts located in natural or built 

environments (Ruby, 1996) According to sociologist Erving Goffman (Goffman, 1977) 

photography, as a tool for the analysis of social reality, captures social microcosms 

reflecting everyday collective life. However, “just because something appears to be visible, 

this does not necessarily mean it is true” (Pink, 2007, p. 32). Nevertheless, photography 

evidences behaviours and gestures with a strong social meaning (Alba, 2010a), and allows 

us to recognise rituals of interaction represented in the photo that are simultaneously 

shared by the society as a whole. In a photo it is possible to observe stereotypes, signs of 

social status, power relations and social forms that are familiar to members of the same 
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culture (ibid). It is important to highlight that any photo may be of ethnographic interest 

and give usmeaningful visual information. The meanings of photos are arbitrary and 

subjective, thus the importance of an analytical framework combining and contrasting 

photographs with other kinds of information (Pink, 2007, p. 67). 

 

Photography is especially important when studying social and spatial transformations, 

since it allows us to observe and contrast details of changes in landscapes or traces of 

social interactions (Harper, 2005, p. 749). It is therefore important to observe all the stable 

elements of the spaces, such as buildings, routes, fixed structures on the public road, 

before moving on to observe ephemeral changes as and other climatic factors, such as 

the sun, rain, air, etc. (Chenal, 2006). Images also allow us to understand the social rhythm 

of their environments and their place in the material framework (ibid). Through 

connections, associations and the unusual, we begin to understand the significant 

components of the city, as well as the buildings, squares and streets.  

 

Photos capture part of the investigator’s observational experience at the time that he or 

she performs the fieldwork. They support observation and the memory of the situation 

(Banks, 2001, pp. 11–12). Direct observation and photography allows us to detect internal 

and external elements, internal elements meaning those revealed within the photograph, 

and external meaning objects that are not in the image itself, but are associated with it 

(ibid). Therefore, this method consisted in exploring (by walking and observing) different 

streets with the previously proposed themes (urban spatial structure, connections and 

articulations of spaces, forms of appropriation and perception of space, etc.), using a cell 

phone camera or a GoPro camera. If something was very relevant, it was noted in a small 

notebook and a small map of the area. At the end of the day, photographs and annotations 

were observed and organized. This allowed me to perform the observation in a more 

effective way. Obtaining data with this method, the whole study area could be traversed 

several times at different times and days. This visual observation allowed me to familiarise 

myself with the built environment and the people who used it; consequently, it was easier 

to notice changes or anomalies in the territory.  

 

After each day of observations, a review of the acquired information was made, as well as 

an analysis of the maps made during the day. This allowed me to acquire a large amount 

of visual data, more than 5000 photographs that covered both areas of study. 
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It is worth noting that, although the camera was unnoticed, we were twice stopped by 

street vendors who felt threatened. This factor, although at the time it could feel 

disconcerting and threatening, was also revealing, since street vendors thought that we 

belonged to a governmental institution, and in terms of resistance this indicated to us that 

there was a feeling threat and confrontation from forms of power. The same feeling 

emerged when we requested interviews—formal and informal—with various people from 

the markets, inhabitants, established merchants, etc. There was a feeling of distrust and 

suspicion that our interests came from the local government. 

 

3.B.6 Semi-structured Interviews 

In the context of the MCM Project, different types of interviews were carried out. The 

structure of these was related to the origin of the social actor. Of these, nine interviews 

were performed with different members of public and private institutions (including 

researchers, authorities, investors, etc.). Likewise, different interviews were conducted 

directed to the social actors of the corresponding areas (residents, traders, street vendors, 

church members, etc.), 21 in the Northeast area and 14 in Alameda Sur.  

 

These interviews consisted of open questions about the dynamics, associations and 

perceptions of the HCMC. The second stage was related to the drawing of mental maps, 

in which participants were asked to draw the Historic Centre as they imagined it. In the 

third stage, interviewees were provided with different maps and asked about the accuracy 

of certain perceptions or problems, and these were indicated by the interviewees on a 

geographical map. In some cases, a fourth phase was included with specific questions 

related to their role in society or professional activities. It is worth mentioning that all the 

interviews were guided by several members of the Mexican team, of which I was a 

member. Likewise, all the interviews were recorded and transcribed. Due to the 

complexity of the case studies, seven groups of different respondents were established. 

Four linked directly to the study area: Inhabitants, merchants, street vendors and 

members of the Catholic Church. Three other groups consisted of social actors indirectly 

involved in the area: Authorities, Researchers and others (private investors and 

foundations).  
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  SOCIO-SPATIAL POSITION CHARACTERISTICS PSEUDONYM 
Northesast 

1. Residents 

Residents in reconstructed building–
after the earthquake (1985) 

Traditional Inhabitant Beatriz Aguirre 

Casa Nacional del Estudiante Student - Inhabitant 1 Verónica Loyo 
Student - Inhabitant 2 Roberto Cañedo 

2.  Traders 

Historic Commerces Owner of a traditional restaurant Rodolfo Acosta 

Market “Abelardo Rodríguez” 

President of the “Mercado 
Abelardo Rodriguez” Association 

Leonor Llausás 

CAF – Association María Victoria Cervantes 
Market Vendor Marcelo Chávez 
Market Vendor Javier Fernández  
Market Vendor Meche Barba 
Market Vendor Jesús Martinez 
Market Vendor Emilia Guiú 
Market Vendor Amalia Mendoza 
 Management Staf–Cultural Center 
“Abelardo Rodriguez”  

Alfonso Méjia 

Traditional Commerce Traditional Shoe Designer Adalberto Martínez 
Traditional service Tailor Shop Gilberto González  

3. Street Vendors 
Street Vendor MULT member Julia Aguirre 
Torero MULT member Gaspar Henaine 
Torero MULT member Jacinta Martin 

4. Catholic Church 
members 

Church “Santuario de Nuestra Señora 
de Loreto” 

Priest Enersto Alonso 

Church “Santuario de Nuestra Señora 
de Loreto” 

Manager Miguel Angel Ferriz  

Church “Parroquia de San Sebastian 
Martir” 

Priest Francisco Avitia 

Southwest (Alameda Sur) 

1. Residents 

Motivated by the renewals projects 
(Puerta Alameda, Independencia, 
Revillagigedo) 

Puerta Alameda Ignacio Lopez  

New Residents NGO Association Jacqueline Evans 
NGO Association Enrique García Álvarez 

2. Traders 

Traditional Commerces Lauderistas Fernando y Julián Soler 
 Traditional Commerces Taller Olarte Sergio Corona 
 Traditional Commerces Hospital de Calzado Freddy Fernández 
Pulquería (Bar) Duelistas Antonio Aguilar 
Cantina (Bar) Cantina Tio Pepe Elsa Aguirre 

Market “San Juan” (food) Lider del Mercado Carlos López 
Specialized Commerce Grinder Agustín de Anda 
Service Hairdressing Julio Aldana 

3. Street Vendors Artesanos Indígenas  Leader MULT Pancho Córdova  

4.  Catholic Church 
members 

Church “Basílica de San José y 
Nuestra Sra. Sagrado Corazón” 

Priest Augusto Benedicto 

Church “Nuestra Señora de 
Guadalupe” 

Priest Miguel Manzano  

General 

1. Authorities 

Autoridad del Centro Histórico 1st Director and Assistant Maurizio Dimartina / 
Martha Jarquin 

Fideicomiso Director  Mariano Leyva 
INAH Sub-coordinator of Historic 

Monuments 
Oscar Molina 

SEDUVI  Deputy Director of Studies and 
Projects Urban Cultural Heritage 

Cuauhtémoc García Casas 

2. Researchers 
Urban Sociologist UAM-A Rene Coulomb 
Architect - Urbanist  UAM-A Luis Alfonso Peniche 

Camacho 

3. Others 
Private Project Developer  Grupo Acha Luis Musi 
Foundation “Centro Histórico” Comunity Development Lorena López 
Foundation “Centro Histórico” Casa Vecina (Artist Development) Helena Braunštajn 

Tab. 3.3 List of Interviewees 
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3.B.7 Mental Maps 

From childhood, perception allows us to become aware of the world around us and 

attribute memories to it, which can be represented in our thinking through the act of 

remembering (Piaget, 1956) and its projection as mental images. The philosopher Jean 

Paul Sartre defines the image as “an act which envisions an absent or non-existent object 

as a body, by means of a physical or mental content which is present only as an ‘analogical 

representative’ of the object envisioned.” (Sartre, 1991, p. 26) The fact is that the mental 

image imagines a real thing, but we apprehend the image as an analogue of another object 

(idem, p.30). That is, this transfer is an artificial appearance or figuration of the object in 

memory which involves a schematic and indirect knowledge of the place (Tuan, 1975). In 

fact, no perception or image is a mere photograph of reality. A perception is not only the 

record of current environmental stimuli, but an imaginative effort produced according to 

the needs of the moment or our intentions (Tuan, 2011, p. 162)  

 

The mental map as an instrument of urban research has its origins in the 1960s and 1970s, 

developed by urban planners and researchers in various fields such as environmental 

psychology and architecture. The pioneering and outstanding work of urbanist Kevin 

Lynch (1974) particularly allowed its application in urban planning research. Lynch’s work 

focused on how people structured the image of their environment; pointing out the most 

characteristic urban elements in mental representations: paths, edges, districts, nodes and 

landmarks. Lynch was especially interested in the functional and pragmatic aspects of 

mental representation. Memory, identity or cultural meaning of the image was not the 

main focus of his investigations; nevertheless, from that time the first investigations that 

used mental maps to evaluate the perceptions of the built environment emerged, such as 

the work of the geographer David Ley (1974). Ley mapped a large sample of the local 

people’s fears as an environmental stress surface. Mental maps not only provide 

information about the environment, but also about various aspects of the lives of the 

interviewees (Gould & White, 2012, p. 13).  

 

The drawing of mental maps is a technique widely used to observe representations of 

urban space. According to environmental psychology, there is a relationship between man 

and his environment, which define each other through a dialectic. This relationship is 

composed of a spatial and temporal confluence of people, scenes and activities, regulated 

by a normative system of values and rules regarding the use of spaces (Altman & Rogoff, 

1987). 
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The city is a non-verbal system, built through significant elements and spatial associations, 

content that can be captured through mental maps allowing observation of the relation 

between the inhabitants and the city (Alba, 2004). Spatial image creation depends on the 

physical form of the urban structure and its social and historical factors, as well as personal 

spatial experiences of the individual (Jodelet, 1982). 

 

Some works, mainly in social psychology, use mental maps to reveal the relationship 

between the inhabitant, the collective memory, and the city. These are based largely on 

the theory of social representations (Moscovici, [1961] 1979), in which mental maps are 

understood as a production of spatial representations and addressed as socially elaborated 

constructions. Amongst these studies is the work of Denise Jodelet and Stanley Milgram 

(1976) who explored how the inhabitants of Paris mentally represented the city. Through 

this they observed that the imprint of the history and the social structure of the person 

was reflected in the drawing, as well as their practices of daily life (ibid). 
 

The multiple works carried out by the social psychologist Martha de Alba (2004, 2006, 

2010b, 2012, 2014) are very representative of the methodology of this thesis. For example, 

her work on Mexico City, which has the purpose of elucidating the way in which residents 

imagine and live in the metropolitan area (Alba, 2004). Alba focusses particularly on the 

use of mental maps, her interest concentrated particularly on places and spatial structure 

rather than on interviewees’ city discourse. She proposes an analysis in two levels: 

individual and collective. At the individual level, she observes that each individual 

constructs the representation of the city. Correspondingly, she collectively analyses 

confluences, similarities and differences between individuals. This process allows her to 

reveal the places that constitute the image of the city (neighbourhoods, monuments, 

streets, etc.)—including their features—and how these spaces are structured, as well as 

the territory corresponding to mental images and imaginary limits that an environment 

imposes on an agglomeration. 

 

Another form of analysis Alba carries out involves the establishment of categories 

emerging from the major issues discussed during the interviews. For example, in her 

analysis, the Historic Centre of Mexico City is linked to three categories: daily life in the 

Historic Centre, social memory and place identity, and monumental memory (Alba, 

2010b). Through this she observes that the present materialises in stories about everyday 
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life. In contrast, the past emerges when the interviewees immerse their story in their 

personal biography, or talk about a more abstract past, based on knowledge of the official 

history projected in the monumental buildings of the Historic Centre. The work 

undertook by Martha de Alba (2004, 2006, 2010b, 2012, 2014) and Denise Jodelet (1982, 

2010, 2013; 1976) therefore expresses several important factors to consider for the 

analysis of mental maps, such as: 

• Reductionism: individuals tend to use a narrow choice of places to represent a space. 

This is due, on the one hand, to a process of acculturation in which individuals learn 

the historical and social importance of specific places in a city or particular economic 

powers as symbols of power or identity. On the other, this factor reflects the 

simplification of spatial behaviours (decision-making, orientation, routes, distance 

calculation, etc.) that are based on the elaboration of the mental map. 

• Similarities: the mental maps show a personal and collective representation of the city 

simultaneously. Even when the maps are individual, they represent collective places 

that symbolise the history, identity and socio-cultural characteristics of the city. 

• Variability: each person makes a particular choice of places, as the mental map is an 

urban expression of each individual, and his personal history and memory converge. 

• Imprecision: the indefinite, distorted and incomplete images, beyond our ability to 

draw, that express the relationship between humanity and the city. 

• Organisation and Spatial Hierarchy: the city’s functional, operational and significant 

purpose. Usually, in the mental map, there is a correspondence between historical 

development and the evolution of the sketches of that city. 

 

For the elaboration of mental maps as part of the MCM project, the instructions given 

for drawing the mind map during the interview were: 1. Draw the Historic Centre exactly 

as you imagine it; 2. Verbally communicate the name of the site and assign a number. This 

generated 19 different mental maps. It is worth noting that most of the participants did 

not feel comfortable with the idea of drawing, because they believed that they would be 

judged by the way they drew. For this reason, some of the interviewees refused to make 

the mental map. This explains the difference between the number of interviews and the 

number of mental maps. 

 



 100 

Mapping as a method and as form of result 

Collective memory is closely linked to socially constructed landmarks that embody the 

attachment of local inhabitants to urban spaces. However, these points of reference are 

not always visible or obvious, since the collective memory - as I mentioned in Chapter 2 

- moves in the intangible terrain of the city, connecting itself to multiple layers of the city’s 

past. When mapping, places of memory appear amidst tensions and negotiations, intrinsic 

to the urban fabric that produces them and is produced by them. 

 

Mapping is a visible way of representing some aspect of the world. Maps can represent 

both physical and social landscapes, showing the connections between people, places and 

even ideas (Tuan, 1975). In the social sciences, researchers can use mapping to document 

behaviours, patterns of movements and socio-spatial relationships. 

 

The general idea behind the mapping of collective memory is to detect common shared 

spatial structures, as well as narratives and social practices that are a common 

denominator among the interviewees and are paralleled in the films. That is to say that I 

plan to elaborate maps based on memory traces. The challenge is to address different, 

variable scales of responses, different perceptions and different temporalities, as well as 

the experiences produced by the daily lives of the interviewees. 

 

3.C.1 Detecting the Place of Collective Memory  

To detect places of memory through films and mental maps, the interview recordings and 

films were reviewed on multiple occasions. In both cases a historical comparison was 

made, since many of the places mentioned by both resources no longer existed, or had 

been transformed. In addition, databases were created giving the information of each 

mental map or film alongside the places located within them, as well as ideas related to 

each place. 

 

Films  

According to philologist Tom Conley (2007) maps are implicit in all films, although a map 

as such does not appear. The map is shaped through the route or itinerary of the story, 

and places are shown through intertitles or signs that indicate where the film is set or 

where the characters are going (ibid). That is to say, an imaginary map is constructed from 

the information provided by the film. In fact, a film as a topographical projection, can be 
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understood as an image that locates and stamps the imagination of the spectators—which 

they articulate through their own fantasies and pieces of past memory (T. Castro, 2007). 

Many other researchers (Bruno, 2002; Caquard & Taylor, 2009; T. Castro, 2009) highlight 

the fact that films can be a way of mapping all kinds of geospatial stories the world, in 

narrative, symbolic, and emotional dimensions, etc. However, the maps in the films often 

bring to the image a story that is not cinematographic; they are written in codes and signs 

that are not those of the film, but are social representations anchored through collective 

memory. These maps are impregnated with the ideologies transmitted by the films.   

 

For this qualitative analysis, my objective is then to convert that invisible map 

impregnated in the film image into a visible map through exploration of the films. 

Therefore I use various principles to identify places of memory, as well as their related 

spatial practices: 
 

• Places evoked orally or visually, that is, through a conversation or through signs. 

• Panoramic and aerial views, whose purpose is to show neighbourhoods, buildings 

or specific streets. 

• Places used in the background of actions or practices; recognisable spaces that 

evoke some practice even for a few seconds. These places can be both inside and 

outside of buildings. 

• Places without specific location, although linked to an area, which by their 

characteristics report on the way of being of a specific group or a neighbourhood. 

Usually these use scenery and their spatiality expresses architectural typologies or 

social characteristics. 

 

As mentioned above, this process of detecting places also requires a historical 

comparison, since many places that appear on screen have been transformed or have 

disappeared. Some of these are linked to modernization processes, such as, for example, 

the old Buenavista train station or the destruction of the Nonoalco neighbourhood.  

Other locations, such as the Hotel Regis, were destroyed or damaged by the earthquakes 

of 1957 and 1985,. 
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Mental Maps  

To detect the places of collective memory in the mental maps, it was necessary to create 

a list starting from places drawn in the mental maps and the places mentioned by 

interviewees during the interview, since they were considered to provide more 

information and help to structure the idea or the story behind each of the maps. From 

these, an information table was created with all the detected places. 

 

It is worth noting that the tangible environment of HCMC has undergone profound 

transformations, and one of the purposes of this research is to observe these 

transformations. However, such transformations can make it difficult to locate buildings 

or streets. Likewise, many places were mentioned using nicknames or related to activities, 

not referred to by their official names. Therefore, a historical and social comparison was 

made with images, to allow us to locate certain places. 

 

3.C.2 Individual Mapping: Transferring information 

Films 

To transfer the spatial information of a film to a geographic plane several elements must 

be considered. Narrative and history often supported the location of a space, as these 

were linked to the idea of a specific neighbourhood. Sometimes the space was shown 

through a street in conjunction with an oral or visual evocation, or the neighbourhood 

was mentioned in conjunction with a recognisable landmark, or set design combined with 

an oral or visual evocation. Consequently, in transferring geographic information, I made 

a distinction between mentioned places and inferred places. For example, in cases such 

as an interviewee making oral reference to a neighbourhood, but the image of the 

neighbourhood square was shown. The place shown was the neighbourhood square, but 

the place inferred through that image was the neighbourhood as a larged whole. This 

allowed me to include both places in the map, and was also useful when analysing the 

discourse or history of the film. I followed the same logic with the aerial views, that is, 

marked the approximate area of the aerial view as an inferred place, but the place 

mentioned marks those included in the close-up. 

 

It is worth mentioning that my objective in mapping was not to show the framing or angle 

within which places were registered, since my interest in mapping was the places involved 

in the film and the meaning linked to them (in relation to collective memory). However, 
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during the analysis of narratives and stories, the cinematographic language was also 

considered (framing angles, plans, points of view, lighting, etc.). The number of ways to 

represent space in film is practically infinite, so specific guidelines discussed above guided 

the mapping of each film. However, each film had its own exceptions. 

 

Mental Map 

The method of mental mapping consists of translating the information contained in the 

mental map to a geographical plane, without supposing the replacement of one plane by 

the other. The use of this geographical map has two objectives: on the one hand, to 

include verbal information in the conception of the city, and on the other, to 

geographically locate all the places mentioned directly and indirectly during the interview. 

 

This method is applied with the consideration that, on many occasions during the 

interviews, the participants mentioned activities, places and sectors that were not shown 

or explicitly drawn on the mental maps and that contained relevant information. Some of 

these verbal references were scarcely indicated in the plan and detailed more verbally; at 

other times, they were not drawn since they were associated with some element already 

included in the drawing. Therefore, it was inferred that the inclusion of these elements 

would allow an expanded and detailed view of the mental map. The places mentioned 

were those that were correctly indicated and numbered in the mental map, while the 

inferred places referred to those that were evoked orally and sometimes added to the map 

without indicating a specific number. 

 

The mental map is an abstraction of space, and due to this the drawings are often not 

easily comprehensible, since the lack of orientation of the interviewee and the distortion 

of certain spaces can confuse their reading. As Martha de Alba has suggested,  

the distortions of the maps, their inaccuracies and deformations should also be 
interpreted as the result of a personalized use of the city and not only in terms of errors 
[…] since they have their own logic that is not necessarily that of scientific thought.73 
(2004, p. 140).  

 

However, as I have mentioned, my objective is not to replace the value of the mental 

map, which I also analyse separately (as a narrative and story), but to look for a strategy 

that allows me to locate the place by using my own disciplinary tools. In this regard, the 

                                                
73 Own translation. 
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geographical map makes the location of specific places more readable, and even reveals 

certain places that no longer exist but that remain in the memory of our interviewees. 

 

This translation of information has some limits, since sometimes the interviewees refer 

to places, such as streets or areas, without these having clear demarcations of beginning 

or end. However, through other references contained in the narration of the participant 

and their comparison with other elements included in the mental map, we were able to 

intuit the extension and edges of the area. 

 

In order to avoid falling into the claim of fully established spaces in both cases, in the 

films and mental maps, a graphic representation of gradients was used, which allowed us 

to place the areas within a transitional range. Also, there is a visual difference in colour 

between the elements mentioned and the inferred elements. It is important to mention 

that for those places (mentioned or inferred) that no longer exist, a grey gradient 

representation was used in the plans. 

 

3.C.3 Collective Mapping 

Group mapping is a kind of montage technique, reminiscent of what Pier Paolo Pasolini 

refers to as the semiology of reality, in which multiple spectator cameraman are placed at 

visual angles not consciously chosen, and from that position they simply record—and in 

this case, remember—what their location allows them to record or remember. This 

involves a series of long takes regarding real actions and views from different visual and 

social angles; that is to say, understanding each mental map and film as a “long take” that 

gives us information about the object—the Historic Centre of Mexico City—from a 

particular angle and time. 

 

The anthropologist Sarah Pink (2007b) suggests that it is necessary to place visual data 

within an analytical framework before it can be observed as data. Therefore, we 

established categories of analysis according to the use of the space (government, 

educational, religious, public space) and related this to the time and the discourse 

surrounding those spaces, thus revealing the connection of places with political and 

economic power. 
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The film information was divided into four major periods congruent with the history of 

Mexican cinema. 1. First decades of Mexican cinema; 2. 1940–1950; 3. 1950–1960; 4. 

1960–1970. The mental map information only corresponds to the interviews conducted 

in 2016. 

 

For every decade, based on the table of places, I observe the frequency with which the 

places were mentioned, and therefore how the narratives of the urban landscape are linked 

to established spaces. For example, the frequency of the same street in a cinematographic 

epoch and the fact that later on, the same street in another cinematographic era was not 

used. Similarly, in the classification of uses, some typologies were used more than others. 

With this information, graphics were made outlining which elements were most used 

according to the time. This step allowed me to visually and narratively understand the 

territorial negotiations in terms of domination and resistance. I also observed the 

extension of the territory, and the possible change in its size according to the idea of the 

traditional centre or city of the time.  

 

Places of memory: Transmission and Resistance 

Due to different social, economic and political aspects, as well as socio-spatial 

characteristics, the places of memory detected were divided into two large groups: Places 

of Memory of Everyday Life and Commerce, and Places of Memory of Power. These 

were analysed using the verbal discourse (narratives and stories) as well as visually through 

the selection of images. 

 

3.D.1 Places of memory: narratives and stories 

According to Carl Sauer, to analyse the landscape in an objective and valid manner, it is 

necessary and important to contrast and compare different understandings (Sauer, 1925). 

Analysis of written or oral discourse is the traditional method used in the social sciences. 

Throughout the course of this analysis, narratives and stories linked to the urban 

landscape are evaluated against and contrasted with other types of information (including 

books, journal articles, newspaper articles, etc.).  

 

However, as part of these predominantly qualitative analyses, the narratives and stories 

relating to each of the detected locations were considered. This analysis is performed for 

each location at each time, but also for the same site at multiple times. This comparison 
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reveals how each location is perceived in each epoch, and whether any site has been 

destroyed, has disappeared or is threatened. This reveals how the space is perceived by 

the current inhabitants in terms of resistance. 

 

To analyse the narratives and stories of the films, I was inspired by the “Urban Narrative 

Layers Approach”. François Penz (2012) demonstrates through this approach that the 

cinematic image is composed of a succession of narrative layers, which are usually invisible 

to the viewer.  

This approach allows for the synthesis of a wide range of otherwise dispersed systems by 
bridging together different strands, themes, scales, and histories, which constitute the 
discursive formation pertaining to the city "object” it involves cognitive aspects as well 
as elements of architecture, urbanism, narrative theory, and film theory (idem, p. 2).  

 

The four narratives that Penz establishes are: 1. The story and history of the buildings; 2. 

Narratives of and points of view on the city planning process; 3. The tales and personal 

stories embodied by the passer-by; 4. Narrative intentions of the film itself.  

 

Anthropologist Marcus Banks suggests that a good visual investigation is based on a 

judicious reading of internal and external narratives (2001, p. 12): that is, both the nature 

of the object and its connection with another of its own nature, as well as the meaning 

that it transmits. Therefore, for each film, I examine the story of the film and its 

connection with the history of the city and Mexican cinema. These facts are spatialized 

through architectural and urban forms.  

 

Moreover, I consider how these spaces are used by the actors that appear in the scene. I 

also contemplate some aspects of cinematographic language (angle of framing, lighting, 

types of shots, etc.) because they play a very important role in spatial language, omitting 

or highlighting spatial and social characteristics. It is worth mentioning that the analysis 

is carried out according to an architectural and urbanistic perspective whose interest in 

cinema lies in the cinematographic construction of space as the place and support of 

collective memory. 
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3.D.2 Places of Memory: Speaking Visually 

Images can give more information than a written description of the same scene, and 
contain a greater degree of detail and concreteness (Rosenstone, 1995). Therefore, images 
are pertinent means of transmitting information. I am inspired by Pasolini’s work in the 
book Pasolini’s bodies and places (Pasolini et al., 2017). The editors, Michele Mancini and 
Giuseppe Perrella, argue:  

[…] cinema engages life ‘directly’, brings into play the living language of action, physical 
presence, physiognomy, behaviour, habit, ritual and the written-spoken word. The film is 
the residue, what is left, of the concrete use of that language, of the factors, relations, and 
contracts drawn up in the present of the set and its singularity  […] a sort of unconscious, 
unmentioned code through which in daily life we operate and relate to the world. He 
[Pasolini] makes visible a miscellany of aphasic and hidden practices, a ‘primitive’ realm 
normally concealed from our ‘enlightened’ societies (Pasolini et al., 2017, p. xxv).   

 
 Pasolini’s bodies and places uses the film frames of the Italian filmmaker Pier Paolo Pasolini 
to reveal that hidden language. Pasolini understood the tangible world, and was able to 
express thoughts and actions visually (ibid). Inspired by this book, I use films to show the 
characteristics and social and visual attributes of places of memory, without these 
necessarily being expressed in texts. The selection of frames from different films, and 
sometimes the similarities between them, show these characteristics and attributes. 
Sometimes I use key words to guide the visual reading. 
 
Marcus Banks suggests that an image can be read in a thousand ways, and that sometimes 
its interpretation through the text is insufficient to fully express the meaning of the image 
(Banks, 2007). This perspective refuses the idea that the written word is essentially a 
superior medium:  

 
While images should not necessarily replace words as the dominant mode of research or 
representation, they should be regarded as an equally meaningful element of ethnographic 
work. Thus, visual images, objects, description should be incorporated when it is 
appropriate, opportune or enlightening to do so. (Pink, 2007b, p. 6).  
 

Thus I use photographic frames to “speak visually”. This analysis requires special 
attention to observe the film and select the frames most relevant to my discussion. 
Photography “requires creating contexts of interpretation in which what it is shown makes 
sense, not as a unique possibility, but as part of a deciphering process” (Aguilar, 2006: 
134). It is worth mentioning that this visual analysis is also supported by sketches, 
drawings and maps. 
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4 Understanding the Historic Centre of Mexico 
City 

History and collective memory maintain a close relationship, they are two types of register 

that, although they tend to oppose each other, also support each other, since memory 

serves to write history and history is the representation of the past from which memory 

is nourished (Nora, 1989, p. 8).  

 

However, memory depends not only on past events but also on factors and characteristics 

of the present and projections of the future. Marc Augé (1998, p. 41) suggests that the 

dimensions of time (past, present and future) are inseparable and each temporal 

dimension cannot be thought of without considering the others. Due to this, collective 

memory becomes a way of looking at the past from a present context with ambitions for 

the future. That is, the way in which memory is represented is a process in continuous 

construction, where forms and images continue to change in the present so that current 

social interactions and built environments give meaning to memory. 

 

In this context, this chapter proposes to review the past of the Historic Centre of Mexico 

City (HCMC) through the study of urban evolution, whose historical characteristics are 

actively involved in the construction of collective memory and the ways in which it is 

represented. This includes the visions of heritage through which the HCMC has been 

represented during the last decades, as well as the spatial actions and urban plans that 

have departed from this ideology. It is worth noting that this chapter is a general historical 

sketch, particularly focused on the city and its evolution. In forthcoming chapters I will 

refer back to this history in order to contextualise particular collective memory artefacts. 

However, there are several factors that will help to better understand the current 

problems. 

 

In this present temporality, or better said, in the recent past, the Historic Centre (HC) has 

been troubled by several adversities and difficulties, among them are: the depopulation 

that the city has suffered since the ’50s; the poverty and marginalisation of its inhabitants; 

its characteristically high commercial activity (formal and informal) that, while providing 

vitality, hinders the development of other activities; increasing delinquency, and high 

levels of traffic congestion.  
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From Mexico to Mexico City 

From the general to the specific, this case study is located in México, officially known as 

the United States of Mexico, a country situated in North America. The country is 

composed of 32 states, consisting of 31 states and its federal capital, Mexico City, which 

was previously known as the Federal District belonging to the State of Mexico. Its name 

and status were changed in 2016 by the government of Enrique Peña Nieto, who turned 

the city into a new federal entity through political reform. Unlike the previous regime, this 

change means that the city enjoys autonomy as well as having a local congress and its own 

political constitution. 

 

Mexico City's territory is organised by 16 delegations, which function as political-

administrative territorial divisions analogous to the municipalities in the states. These 

territorial demarcations are administered through the delegation heads. The HC is located 

between two of these delegations, Cuauhtémoc and Venustiano Carranza (Fig. 4.1). 

 

According to the intercensal survey conducted in 2015 by the National Institute of 

Statistics and Geography (INEGI, 2017), in terms of population, Mexico has more than 

119 million inhabitants, while Mexico City has a total population of 8,918,653 inhabitants. 

The State of Mexico, on the other hand, has a total of 16,187,608. The two territories 

contain a total of 25,106,561 inhabitants, so when considering the Metropolitan Area of 

the Valley of Mexico, it is often said that Mexico City approaches 21 million inhabitants, 

17% of the country's total population. 

 

In addition to being a country with one of the largest number of inhabitants and with the 

largest territorial extension in Latin America, according to the IMF, Mexico has some of 

the greatest purchasing power in the region. In 2018, its gross domestic product reached 

$2.498 billion74, with Mexico City producing about 22% of that total, placing the city at 

the centre of the region's economic development. Moreover, the total economic 

production of 2017 accounted for 16% of the gross domestic product (Rosa, 2017).  

  

                                                
74 Data consulted in July 26, 2018 



 113 

  

Fig. 4.1 Location of the HCMC 
Adapted from: google map/ 
Elbart089/Clipart 
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According to the World Tourism Organization's 2017 report, Mexico is the most visited 

country in Latin America with approximately 35 million foreign tourists during 2016. It 

is therefore not surprising that this territory has 35 sites inscribed on the World Heritage 

List, the largest number of registered sites in Latin American. Three of them are located 

in Mexico City: Central University City Campus of the National Autonomous University 

of Mexico (UNAM) (2007); Luis Barragán House and Studio (2004); Historic Centre of 

Mexico City and Xochimilco (1987). This last site is registered as a double candidacy and 

consists of Xochimilco,75 a site located 28 km south of Mexico City, and the old town of 

Mexico City. 

 

Despite the wealth that tourism and economic development could represent for the 

population, the CONEVAL (Social Policy Evaluation Council) estimates that about 55% 

of the capital’s population is affected by poverty with 32% of that population affected by 

extreme poverty.76 In the HC, these social disadvantages occur not only because the area 

has been mostly inhabited by low-income people since the 19th century, but also because 

thousands of street vendors arrive daily due to high unemployment rates.  

 

 

  

                                                
75 Xochimilco has been developing since the 16th century. It has characteristic urban and rural structures formed by 
networks of canals and artificial islands based on an Aztec system known as 'chinampas'.  
76 This measurement is based on the Integrated Poverty Measurement Method, in which a person earns a minimum of 
$ 88.5 Mexican pesos per day, that is, a little less than $ 5 US dollars per day. However, this amount is insufficient for 
covering the cost of living (Damián, 2018).  

                                       

Fig. 4.2 2 Mexico City
Harshil Shah, December 2017. 
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4.A.1 Identifying the Historic Centre 

The HC originates in the 14th century with the Mexicas'77 foundation of Tenochtitlan on 

an island in Lake Texcoco. From the beginning of the 16th century, with the arrival of the 

Spaniards, the colonial capital was established there, endowing it with a new urban 

configuration which would be built on top of the ancient Mesoamerican City. During the 

colonial era this city developed widely and expanded its original boundaries. After 

Mexico's struggles for independence in the 19th and 20th centuries, its colonial urban 

structure would undergo major transformations caused mainly by ideological changes, 

such as hygiene theories, functionalism and modernisation. During the last century, the 

city quickly spread beyond the limits of the colonial city and colonial towns that were in 

its vicinity. As I will show later on, Mexico City's urban development has been the subject 

of territorial demarcations based on aristocratic ideologies. The constant transformation 

of the city, with the needs of each era being limited by social segregation, continues to 

affect the imaginary and the memory of the place and therefore the reading of it as an 

integrated space. 

 

Maurice Halbwachs suggests that the image of the city is not separated from the laws that 

establish imaginary boundaries, which we perceive as a kind of mark on the ground 

whenever we pass through a legal boundary (Halbwachs, 1980, p. 128). However, this 

territory was non-existent for its population before 1980 and simply recognised as a centre 

without specific limits; historically, it represented the old Mexico City, and symbolically, 

the place where the social memories of diverse groups were preserved. 

 

The official territory of the area known as the Historic Centre was established by 

presidential decree in 1980 during the government of José López Portillo, encompassing 

a territory of 9.1 km2, which is divided between two boundaries, Perimeter A and 

Perimeter B. Additionally, this territorial division implies that Perimeter A has the most 

catalogued and oldest buildings, while Perimeter B contains fewer catalogued buildings 

and works as a buffer zone for Perimeter A (Fig. 4.3).   

 

 

 

                                                
77 Name assigned to the Aztecs that founded Mexico-Tenochtitlan. 
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In 1987, the A Perimeter was declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO, intensifying 

the discourse of recovery and restoration of a specific space. Although there are territorial 

definitions and a defined legal order, this established area works in a fictitious manner. Its 

territorial conception is based on a spatial representation that represses other popular 

territories that do not comply with a morphological order and specific architectural style. 

 

As mentioned earlier, the territory in question is located between two delegations of 

Cuauhtémoc (75% of the area) and Venustiano Carranza (25% of the area); each of the 

delegations is divided into colonies which do not coincide with the territory established 

in 1980, directly affecting the perception and conception of the territory by its inhabitants 

and making it difficult to manage the area on a governmental level (Fig. 4.3).  

 

In this area, different territorial entities are juxtaposed and coexist through the 

implementation of urban plans, governmental institutions, and forms of action in the 

space, which emphasises and privileges ways of conceiving said territory. This territory 

consists of an urban development plan divided into three partial programs: Centro Histórico, 

La Merced and Alameda (Fig. 4.3). These plans also do not correspond to the area 

established in 1980, nor with the limits set by delegations and colonies. Added to this 

territorial conflict is the confluence of several government institutions responsible for 

planning, maintaining, managing, and protecting space; this includes the Historic Centre 

Authority and the Trust of the Historic Centre. The first institution is responsible for 

coordinating various government entities that participate in the centre, as well as 

proposing guidelines for actions within the territory, such as the Historic Centre 

Management Plan. The second institution is mainly responsible for the promotion and 

coordination of work for the recovery and conservation of the area. These two institutions 

also manage their own landmarks through their projects.  

 

With the fundamental objective of understanding and identifying the territory under 

discussion, it is essential to understand the urban historical development of this case 

study, as well as to identify and comprehend the urban plans, regulations and laws to 

which the territory under discussion has been subjected.   



 117 Fig. 4.3 Territorial Complexity 
Adapted from: google maps 
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Urban Evolution 

According to André Corboz (1983), the land is a result of several processes over time, 

both spontaneous and planned, that affect spatial and temporal planes. This relationship, 

experienced by a population, establishes both a land and an imagined land (idem, p. 18). 

Images of a city, according to the geographer Jérôme Monnet (1995), are constructed 

through urban policies, which determine certain behaviours and changes in the urban 

landscape. In addition, these explain and guide some practices and customs. Because of 

this, it is essential to analyse the fundamentals of the representations of the city to 

understand the organisation of space and the memories associated with it. 

 

4.B.1 Tenochtitlan: Aztec City 

In the classic period between 400 and 650 A. D., settlements emerged along the lake of 

Texcoco with different sizes, hierarchies and activities with Mexico-Tenochtitlan as its 

primary centre. (Serra Puche & Lazcano Arce, 2009). This established a system of lake 

cities that used water as a means of transport. The image with which Mexico-Tenochtitlan 

was founded in 1325, was part of the legend of the god Huitzilopochtli, who had promised 

the ancestors of the Mexicas that they would find a lake with an isle, where there would 

be a rock with a cactus and, above it, an eagle at rest, devouring a snake (Bernabéu Albert 

& Sarabia Viejo, 2010, p. 150). The city was founded with this representation (Fig. 4.4) 

and the image is still used to represent and remember its founding; as can be found in 

monuments, paintings, films and the coat of arms on the Mexican flag.  

 

The nahuatl term, altepetl, means "water mountain", and refers to a main settlement with 

a complex political and territorial structure; the geographical characteristics where they 

settled the city met these attributes. The city was supported by a complex hydraulic system 

devised by the Mexicas, born from the need to expand the territory. In its early stages, 

development occurred more to the south, east and west of the city where conditions were 

more favourable (Lombardo de Ruiz, 1973, p. 128). This system of artificial islands, called 

chinampas, were formed by a composition of mud and plants on reed ponds sustained by 

willow sticks. Before the 16th century, the settlement had a delimited enclosure with a 

series of ceremonial buildings and squares of different sizes; the Templo Mayor being the 

most distinguishing amongst them.   
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Fig. 4.4 Foundational Allegory México-Tenochtitlan 
Antonio de Mendoza y Pacheco, around 1541 

English Wikipedia 
 
 

A 
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For pedestrian and commercial transit they deepened channels and built roads and bridges 
(Soustelle, 2014, p. 24).  The city then communicated through a mixed network of 
pedestrian walkways and canals that flowed into Lake Mexico. Although this network 
gave them advantages of mobile trade, it also had repercussions on the area as it was a 
territory that flooded easily.78 The city was configured through the four cardinal points; a 
typical vision of space in Aztec cosmogony and religion. The island was connected to the 
riverbanks through three main roads: Ixtapalapan (to the south), Tlacopan (to the west) and 
Tepeyacac (to the north). There was also another road that led to the city’s jetty (Serra Puche 
& Castilo Mangas, 1992, p. 22) (Fig. 4.6).  
 
Following the instructions of the god Huitzilopochtli, the social and economic organisation 
was based on the form of its urban structure, which is defined by four major Calpullis: 
Cuepopan (Northwest), Atzacoalco (Northeast), Moyotla (Southwest) and Zoquiapan 
(Southeast) (Fig. 4.6). It wasn't until the end of the 15th century that Tlatelolco was 
established in the north as an important commercial centre that would later be added to 
the political and physical structure of the city (Romero Contreras, 1997, p. 288). This 
composition was organised through lineages and kinship groups that were entitled to land 
ownership. These four great calpullis were divided into minor neighbourhoods called 
capultetes, which means “neighbourhoods of the gods”, each one identifying with particular 
gods (ibid). Since pre-Columbian times, territorial demarcation has implied an association 
with social groupings and spatial practices. 
 
The period of Moctezuma I (c. 1398-1469) is considered the greatest period of 

construction of the great Tenochtitlan. The influx of tributes made possible the 

reconstruction of buildings with more durable materials, replacing the buildings originally 

built with mud and reeds (Lombardo de Ruiz, 1972, p. 132). Later rulers would use and 

renovate such constructions. The royal houses were built and the great market square 

both probably date from this time (ibid).  It should be mentioned that with an increase in 

population in such a small territory, Tenochtitlan was mainly supplied by surrounding 

cities. The dominant economic system was then the tribute, foreign traffic and mercantile 

exchange (Serra Puche & Castilo Mangas, 1992), hence the importance of the market as 

a strategic point of interaction of the city. 

                                                
78 Flooding in the city was constant, forcing the tenochas to fill the land in order to raise the level of the buildings, this 
due mainly to the collapse suffered by large buildings located on a muddy subsoil in the middle of a lake. At least four 
major floods occurred in Tenochtitlan (Matos Moctezuma, 2018). 
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Fig. 4.6  Map of Tenochtitlan 
Printed in Nuremberg, 
Germany, 1524 
Chicago, Newberry Library, 
Ayer 655.51.C8 1524b 

Fig. 4.5 Social-spatial Organisation 
of Tenochtitlan 
Fig. 4.5 Social-ll atial Organisatiospppppppppppppppppppppppppppppppa
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4.B.2 Nueva España: Colonial and Viceregal City 

After the confrontation between Spaniards and natives, the city was largely destroyed. 
The Spanish founded the City of Mexico, capital of the Viceroyalty of New Spain, 
between 1521 and 1523 upon the city of Tenochtitlan. Their location allowed them to 
avoid an indigenous rebellion and to take advantage of the characteristics of the original 
city (Fig. 4.7), such as the system of food supply through the channels and boats. 
However, with this location they also inherited the serious problem of flooding79 and soil 
subsidence, the last of which is still a problem today. 80 
 
Under the Spanish Crown and the Catholic religion professed by the conquerors, the city 
was drawn up by Antonio García Bravo, who adopted the urban axes of existing roads. 
The Spanish colonial model in conquered cities represented the search for the urban ideal 
based on an urban grid configuration that delineated quadrangular blocks and lots that 
would be distributed among the conquerors. The first urban layout was composed of 13 
rectangular blocks from north to south and 6 from east to west (Toussaint, 1956, pp. 5–
23 in (Fernández & Garza, 2011, p. 58) (Fig. 4.8). This urban configuration allowed the 
triple functionality of power in the urban centre, the government (the palace), the church 
(the temple) and commerce (the merchants’ portal and, later, the market). The city would 
gradually expand following this original configuration. Legitimation measures were taken 
in terms of urban structure, building the new city at first on top of indigenous buildings, 
thus strengthening the power of a new order. The spatial and social structure was 
established through a centre-periphery organisation; that is to say, the Europeans settled 
in the centre while natives were placed in the surrounding environs (Fig. 4.9).  According 
to the Mexican historian, Edmundo O ’Gorman: “It was intended that the natives live 
together, forming a population isolated from that of the Spaniards, as the only means to 
achieve an effective evangelisation. To achieve this end, the urban layout was used to 
impose material separation, making it impossible for the intimate coexistence of Indians 
with Castilians.”81 (Castro, 2010, p. 112).  It is evident that through this structure, beyond 
evangelisation, its objective was to create limits through the segregation of the natives. 
This vision of building a city directed through evangelisation explains the proliferation of 
churches, chapels, parishes, monasteries, convents, schools and religious hospitals built 
during the colonial era.  

                                                
79 The most important of them took place in September 1629 due to a torrential rainfall, the city was flooded for 5 
years (Sanchez Jabba, 2011, p. 99).  
80 The most critical period of sinking occurred in the 20th century; between 1950 and 1980 the downtown area sank 5 
meters (Peniche Camacho, 2004, p. 184) 
81 Own translation.  
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Fig. 4.7 Map of Tenochtitlan 
Uppsala, 1550  
World Digital Library  

Fig. 4.8 Urban Layout of the Spanish City 
Based on: Map of Antonio García Bravo of 1573 

 
 
 
 

  

Fig. 4.9 Social-spatial Organisation of  
Spanish Conquest 



 124 

The Spaniards appropriated the organisational form of the Calpullis established by the 

Mexicas, imposed the new religion upon them and turned them into neighbourhoods, 

assigning them new Christian names: Santa María Cuepopan, San Sebastián Atzacoalco, 

San Juan Moyotla and San Pablo Zoquiapan. The only difference to these 

neighbourhoods was that they were no longer central but peripheral (idem, p. 7). The 

names of these neighbourhoods also corresponded to the parishes located in the 

periphery, while the Spanish centre was assigned the parish of the Sagrario. In fact, 

continuing with spatial segregation, the city had two parallel parish distributions, one for 

the indigenous population and one for the rest of its inhabitants: Spaniards (mestizos, 

blacks and castes).  In addition, the taxes were charged by the parish register, so the urban 

organization by parish was also an economic system. In fact, in the colonial city lived 

three cities: the Spanish were surrounded by the city of Tenochtitlan (mostly indigenous), 

who in turn  were flanked in the north by the Tlatelolco (Moreno de los Arcos, 1992, 

p. 6). Thus, the civil government had three authorities: in the centre were those of the 

Spaniards (City Council, Audience, viceroys), while the indigenous in their peripheries had 

the governors and regiments of Tenochtitlán and Tlatelolco (ibid). These last areas did 

not have a regular form; they were formed through alleys and many areas were swampy, 

mainly due to the destruction of the chinampas system and hydrographic changes as a 

result of the intervention of the Europeans in the territory (Gurría Lacroix, 1978 in 

Fernández & Garza, 2011, p. 6). Although they maintained some ditches during the 

colonial era and later centuries, they fought to drain the water of the city (idem, p. 7). 

 

A few years after the conquest, the European population trespassed the limits of their 

assigned territory. The axis that went towards the west also became a site of military 

importance because it was the safest exit from the city in case of an indigenous rebellion. 

Therefore, with the increasing Spanish population the city expansion was predominantly 

to the west. Throughout the 17th century the parishes were assigned to different orders 

(Franciscans, Dominicans, Carmelites, etc.) who constantly argued over the distribution 

of the parishes and obviously the economic profits. Due to the existing conflicts over the 

complex distribution of the parishes' territory in a dual city (between the indigenous and 

the Spanish), in 1769 the territory was divided into 13 mixed parishes, giving each of them 

proportionate territories (Sánchez Santiró, 2004, p. 81).82   

                                                
82 After long negotiations, the city’s parishes were distributed as follows: Sagrario, San Miguel, Santa Veracruz, Santa 
Catarina Mártir, Santa María, Salto del Agua, San Juan de la Penitenciaria, San Antón Tepito, Santo Tomás, Santa Cruz, 
San Sebastián, San Pablo and Santiago Tlatelolco (ibid). 
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Fig. 4.10 The Valley of Mexico 
Juan Gómez de Trasmonte, 1628 

The University of Texas at Austin 
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Despite the religious order, in 1730 the city was divided into 4 cuarteles83 (Bernabéu Albert 
& Sarabia Viejo, 2010, p. 165) to establish government control and surveillance. Later, in 
1753, by order of the first count of Revillagigedo a new order was initiated in the city; a 
register was raised and the division of the city was arranged into 7 cuarteles (4 central and 
3 peripheral), which overlapped the parish jurisdictions (Pérez Toledo & Klein, 2002, 
p. 56). Later looking for control of the territory, as well as its inhabitants, in 1782, Mexico 
City was divided into 8 major cuarteles and each of them into 4 four smaller cuarteles, 
resulting in 32 neighbourhoods (Fig. 4.11). Each one of these territorial subdivisions was 
subject to neighbourhood mayors who were in charge of the political and economic order, 
as well as public health and criminality surveillance (Bernabéu Albert & Sarabia Viejo, 
2010, p. 165); thus, the first intention of controlling popular expressions as a kind of city’s 
disease. In addition, this control system complexified Mexico City's form of government 
with a juxtaposition of competencies. In addition, the spatial organisation of the centre 
and the periphery was modified, since the Spaniards and the aristocratic classes would 
occupy the centre towards the west (Fig. 4.12). 
 
As for the original architecture of the 16th century, it was obviously replaced throughout 
history due to the emergence of architectural currents and earthquakes that struck the 
city. During the 16th and 17th centuries, baroque buildings were erected that later alternated 
with the neoclassical style. By the end of the 18th century, the city already had many public 
spaces, with more than 30 public squares (Moreno de los Arcos, 1992). The major 
transformation of the colonial city was its development and the loss of some navigable 
channels. At the end of the 18th century, when the first hygienic concerns began, a new 
socioeconomic model would be established. The issue of urban disease appeared and 
popular activities (tianguis and itinerant markets) as well as the mixture of people and 
classes seemed to be responsible (Monnet, 1995, p. 225). The remedy to this situation has 
been attributed to the time of the second count of Revillagigedo84, who, in the name of 
aestheticism and hygiene, made changes to the Plaza Mayor (main square), limited the sales 
of the market, and relocated the cemetery (Monnet, 1995, pp. 228–232). In addition to 
ordering the beautification of the city, he controlled traffic chaos, organised the police to 
fight crime, introduced drains and sewers, paved the streets, and installed public lighting. 
It is at this time that the visions of renewal and sanitation processes began that are still 
present in narratives and official speeches about the HC (Cortés Rocha & Cejudo Collera, 
2010, pp. 155–156).   
                                                
83 Cuartel or Quartel was geographical and political distribution similar to districts.    
84 Juan Vicente de Güemes Pacheco de Padilla y Horcasistas, Viceroy and president of the Superior Board of the Royal 
Treasury of New Spain from 1789 to 1794. 
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Fig. 4.11 Plan of Mexico City with 8 Cuarteles and 32 neighbourhoods 
Martin de Mayorga, 1792 
Archivo General de Indias 

 

 
 

  

Fig. 4.12 Social-spatial Organisation of  
Spanish Colonisation 
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4.B.3 Independence: First Mexican Empire and Modernisation 

The 19th century is characterised by having an urban government with frequent changes. 

At the beginning of the 19th century, the French occupation in New Spain triggered a 

political crisis that led to an armed rebellion. The Independence movement in the city of 

Dolores Hidalgo (located in the state of Guanajuato) officially began on the 16th of 

September, 1810, with the Grito de Dolores. It is important to note that although it is not 

the date of Independence as such, this event is still commemorated mainly through an 

event that takes place in the main square (Zócalo). On the 27th of September, 1821, the 

country achieved independence and Mexico City became the political and administrative 

centre of the Mexican Empire, which would last only for four years. Although Mexico 

City was not a site of conflict, this fact obviously affected its economy and trade. With 

the new empire established, urban changes would be above all symbolic, based on the 

rejection of everything representing the Spanish crown. Consequently, the heraldic shields 

on palace façades and colonial temples disappeared, as well as other symbolic monuments.  

The monument erected in honour of Carlos IV, for example, which was located at that 

time in the main square, disappeared for some years. Due to these ideological changes 

and rejection of what the Spanish crown signified, society looked back to Mesoamerican 

cultures in search of identity. 

 

For almost the entire century, the city maintained its eight cuarteles, in spite of major 

changes to the city's morphology influenced by the social hygiene movement sanitation 

measures and the expansion of the urban layout during the first decades. (Fig. 4.13). There 

were no large territorial expansions until the ’70s, as can be seen in the plans of 1793 and 

1872 (Fig. 4.15). In addition, the new urban layout was no longer oriented according to 

the axes referred to earlier. Avenues, diagonals and roundabouts became new reference 

points for the space with respect to the original urban plan. For example, the creation of 

the Paseo de la Reforma, which later became a meaningful avenue within the city. In addition, 

the emphasis on embellishment and hygienist theories from the last century would have 

specific repercussions for ways of acting in space and observing society. With the 

idealisation of an orderly and neat public space, one of the major changes that the city 

would go through was the demolition of the Parián Market located in the main square in 

1843 (Lorenzo, 2009). It was also a criticism of the indigenous city and the occupation of 

urban space, specifically the sale and services in the public space (Santa María, 2005, 

p. 87).  
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Fig. 4.13 Map of Mexico City 
marking the spatial Orgnaization 
Adapted from: Plan of 
Mexico City, 1793, Diego 
García Conde, engraved by 
Eduardo Mogg , 1811, 
Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y 
Berra 

Fig. 4.15 Map of Mexico City 
highlighting the expiation areas 
Adapted from: Plan Topographic 
of Mexico City with the new 
streets, 1872, José Colmenero 
Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y Berra 

 
 

  

Fig. 4.14 Social-spatial Organisation of Post-
Independence 
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In the middle of the century, in the time of Benito Juárez and the so-called restoration of 
the Republic, changes to properties were substantial, since the assets of the clergy (which 
included houses for rent, convents, churches, etc.) represented more than 40% of urban 
land that was nationalised (Ribera Carbó, 2006, p. 208). This meant that many properties 
were divided, like convent properties that were divided into smaller lots in order to be 
rebuilt or redefined. The blocks occupied by cloisters and orchards became smaller plots. 
New streets were opened that would allow the road layout to correct the clogged and 
crooked alleys. 
 
After independence, the great elites of Spanish origin were restructured, reorganising their 
social composition and hierarchy (Ribera Carbó, 2006, p. 208). In the mid-nineteenth 
century, due to the economic crisis faced by the city, there was a scarcity of work, 
increasing poverty and job insecurity that encouraged the population to commit illicit acts 
(Teitelbaum, 2006). Due to this, the authorities continued with control and surveillance 
strategies based on a system of cuarteles (mayors, neighbourhood mayors and block chiefs). 
This ensured not only a deterrent against theft but also the honesty of its inhabitants, 
which was verified through hard work, an absence of vice and the availability of economic 
resources (ibid). These forms of control over society led to the marginalisation of the 
popular classes who, since the beginning of the century, had taken on different forms of 
work as informal craftsmen, cigar factory workers and servants (Miño Grijalva, 2008, 
p. 461), while street corners were occupied by vagrants and unauthorised vendors. 
Additionally, after 1850, the economy was opened to foreigners who brought new 
fashions and created new commercial structures, these events would directly affect 
artisans (Ribera Carbó, 2006, p. 207).   
 
Although  the exact social composition of the cuarteles was uncertain, the city had extended 
mainly to the west (Fig. 4.14), since the neighbourhoods of San Lázaro and San Sebastián 
(located to the east and north respectively) were considered unsanitary territories for their 
absence of drinking water and the poor drainage conditions (Miño Grijalva, 2008, p. 462). 
In San Lázaro, especially, the great canal passed by where the sewers and drains were 
emptied. Moreover, the neighbourhoods of the North, such as San Sebastián and El 
Carmen, were affected by the tremors of 1838 and 1839, which caused damage to the 
bridges, disrupting communication with the rest of the city (ibid). The south of the city 
also suffered from deficiencies: the streets were in poor condition due to rain, the sewers 
were exposed, and the area behind La Merced neighbourhood had become a dump. (idem, 
p. 463).  
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Fig. 4.18 Panoramic View of Mexico City 
Désiré Charmay (Part 2), 1858 

Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y Berra 

Fig. 4.16 Lithography Mexico City from Northwest, 
Casimiro Castro, 1855 

Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y Berra 

  

Fig. 4.17 Panoramic View of Mexico City  
Désiré Charmay (Part 1), 1858 
Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y Berra 
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In addition, the city spread rapidly in the second part of the 19th century. Between 1858 

and 1883, several colonias85 were created, including Barroso, Santa Maria la Ribera, 

Guerrero, and Arquitectos (Delgadillo, 2011, p. 416), while the colonias Morelos, La Bolsa, 

El Rastro, Maza and Valle Gómez, appeared for a low-income population during a second 

expansion  from 1884 to 1899 (ibid). However, the origins of many of these colonias go 

back to the colonial, and even pre-Hispanic, eras. That is to say that these areas were part 

of the city even before their official recognition by the new social order.  

 
President Porfirio Díaz was in charge of the country for two major periods.86 Under the 
slogan, 'Order and Progress', he carried out works of development and infrastructure that 
would alter the cartographic profile of the city. The end of the 19th century was 
characterised by an important economic growth linked both to internal and international 
markets. Mexico City had had a railroad system since the so-called restoration of the 
Republic, but it wasn't until the government of General Porfirio that the system was 
consolidated. This would facilitate the industrial and commercial development of the city. 
With its population on the increase, the city had 200,000 inhabitants in 1880 but by 1900 
it has risen to 4,710,666 inhabitants. The increase of its population contributed to 
modifying in part the physiognomy and size of the city. Its first industry had been 
established in 1845, but it was from the ’70s that this branch would expand. By the end 
of the century, several industries had been established, such as the tobacco company, El 
Buen Tono, the liquor store, Casa Colorada, the industrial company, San Antonio Abad 
and Anexas, etc.  Another economic branch was the commerce of different goods for 
consumption and supply until department stores were formed. Along with the founding 
of large stores, commercial banking infrastructure and support for production were 
established. As such, a high-end commercial area emerged between the Zócalo and the 
Alameda Central Park, as shown in the plan of “Directorio Comercia de la Ciudad de México 
formado por Julio Propper Perry de 1883”87 (Fig. 4.19). Similarly, this territory coincides with 
the plan, “Plano de la Distribución de las luces existentes en los cuatro cuadros contratados por el 
Ayuntamiento con la empresa de Gas Hidrogeno de 1869”88 (Fig. 4.20). That is to say, the territory 
demarcated by both planes emphasises the same territory associated with the aristocracy 
and hierarchies in terms of land use. Both plans show a new centrality linked to high-end 
commerce.  

                                                
85 Neighbourhoods that have no territorial autonomy.  
86 El primero de 1877 a 1880 y el segundo de 1884 a 1911.  
87 Commerce Directory of the City of Mexico formed by Julio Propper Perry of 1883. 
88 Plan of the distribution of existing lights in the four areas contracted by the City Council with the Hydrogen Gas 
company of 1869. 
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Fig. 4.19 Commercial Directory of the City of Mexico 
Julio Propper Perry, 1883  
Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y Berra 

Fig. 4.20 Plan of Distribution of the Existing Lights in the Four Areas  
City Council with the company of Gas Hydrogen, 1869  
Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y Berra 
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 The Porfirian development promoted a modern urban image with public works and 

services. Important sanitation and drainage projects of the city were carried out, including 

a network that entailed the drying of the lake. The city was also provided with a lighting 

and public transport. In addition, emblematic buildings were erected, such as the Palace 

of Fine Arts, the Postal Palace, and the Ministry of Communications and Public Works. 

Although the city was conceived as an urban grouping and no longer distinguishes 

between Spanish and indigenous neighbourhoods, the peripheral areas were considered a 

hybrid between the rural and the urban. According to the official urban plans, the 

organisation of the territory was formed by clearly defined streets and avenues (Fig. 4.15). 

However, this modern image contrasted with other version of the city, such as the one 

illustrated in the guide of the Mexican Capital by Adolfo Prantl and José L. Groso (1901, 

p. 696–697 in Sánchez Martínez, 2013, p. 247) which provide a different appreciation of 

the city:  
Picture the barrios of Mexico: the dirt, the populousness, their poor and ugly huts, their 
tortuous streets, the pulquería [tavern of pulque] and figones [cheap restaurants] that 
abound, the barbecue and enchilada stalls, the quarrels between the poor that take place 
every moment, the mobs of ragged and untidy urchins who play their special games on 
public roads (games of donkey, marbles, hopscotch, etc.), women of cheerful vitality in 
their terse shawls, their starched petticoats, their high boots with noisy heels, the white 
snail and sideburns, dens of thieves and notorious assassins, in a word: the rumba. The 
most famous barrios are those of San Sebastián, Tepito, San Antonio Tomatlán, Mixcalco 
and Puente Blanco, located in cuartel I; La Merced, Candelaria de los Patos, Manzanares, 
San Lázaro, La Palma, San Lucas, the Santísima, the Soledad of Santa Cruz and the 
Cacahuatal, in II; Santa María la Redonda, Santa Ana (which is a sort of stock exchange 
where stolen objects are traded), Santiago and Rayón in III; in the IV, Don Toribio, San 
Salvador el Seco, el Risco and Necatitlán; in V, el Baratillo … which is a bazaar selling 
thousands of trinkets of all kinds, being the favourite place for thieves, brave people, 
partying people, beggars; the dregs of society, Los Angeles, Tlatelolco and Nonoalco and 
finally, in cuartel VI, the Salto del Agua, the  Rastrillo, Campo Florido and the Ascensión. 
In cuarteles VII and VIII there are no barrios, corroborating once again our assertion that 
they are the cuarteles chosen by well-to-do people or the middle classes, and those who 
constitute the beautiful side of Mexico.89 
 

Thus, at the beginning of the new century, the core of the city seemed to belong to the 

working class, the popular class and the rumba; in the West, was the aristocracy, and in 

the East, the most disadvantaged of classes. As this text shows, the barrio was a name 

clearly associated with poor neighbourhoods, while the term, colonias, indicated high and 

medium class neighbourhoods, although this term was also used to refer the socio-

political organisation of the city, a substitution of the cuartel.   

                                                
89 Own translation.  
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4.B.4 20th Century: Drastic Changes and Disasters 

At the beginning of the 20th century the city had grown beyond its colonial limits, towards 

the west, the middle and high class colonias, and towards the east, the popular barrios (Fig. 

4.21). The Mexican Revolution (Mexican civil war) began in 1910 when 80% of the 

population lived in rural areas, so the government focused its priorities on the interior of 

the country (Santa María, 2005, p. 103). Due to the war, Mexico City faced an 

unprecedented migratory flow between 1910 and 1921, which would generate a huge and 

accelerated demand for housing and urban services (ibid), provoking a rise in population 

density and mixture of activities in the Centre. In addition, low-income immigrants 

occupied a significant number of the buildings abandoned by wealthy families. This 

phenomenon was recorded mainly towards the north and east, intensifying the 

subdivision of the old mansions, known as vecindades (Fig. 4.23). These areas and buildings 

no longer met minimum health and service requirements because they originally had not 

been intended to house so many families per unit.  

 

This accelerated population increase90 and the economic crisis of the post-revolution 

produced a highly concentrated population in the central quarters and a considerable 

increase in rent rates, which would be mitigated in 1942 with the implementation of rent 

freezes.91 It is worth mentioning that this fact is partly attributed to the deterioration of 

the area, because the owners did not have enough capital for the maintenance of their 

buildings (A. Monterrubio, 2011). Due to the excess of vehicles and the emergence of 

peripheral neighbourhoods, the government were concerned with the disorder of urban 

growth and focused on road and transportation solutions.  

 

From a functionalist perspective, planners would concentrate on resolving problems on 

the streets as less of a purely aesthetic issue (even though new buildings with neoclassical 

façades were built) and instead, consider them as communication arteries that could 

provide a solution to all the ills of the city. (Monnet, 1995, pp. 236–237). The new roads 

became synonymous with progress and modernity to which the traditional structure of 

the historic city was opposed.  

  

                                                
90 Between 1900 and 1930, the population had gone from 345,000 to 1, 049,000 inhabitants and its urban sprawl had 
increased by 76.4% 
91 The decree continued in force until the end of the ‘90s.
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Fig. 4.21 Official Plan of Mexico City  
Direction of public works and the technical office of sanitation, 1990 
Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y Berra 

 
  

Fig. 4.22 Social-spatial Organisation in 1900  

13133313331333666666

Fig. 4.23 Vecindad 
Juan Guzmán, 1953  
Fundación Televisa 
Source: https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/cilindrero-en-una-
vecindad/vAHHvW27iWytZw?ms=%7B%22x%22%3A0.5%2C%2
2y%22%3A0.5%2C%22z%22%3A8.456776036223804%2C%22size
%22%3A%7B%22width%22%3A1.8980281179409955%2C%22heig
ht%22%3A1.2374999999999998%7D%7D 
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The image of the post-revolutionary city at the city centre was constructed between two 

contradictory strands of discourse. On the one hand, it was part of a national symbol, 

enhanced by cultural heterogeneity and historical presence. On the other, the necessary 

modernisation demolished historic structures through opening new roads, improving the 

quality of the city's accessibility.  

 

In the ’30s, the city's progress was reflected through the use of a new vertical scale in the 

downtown area with the construction of high-rise buildings (four or five levels) intended 

for habitation, offices, services or a combination (Santa María, 2005, p. 111). This new 

dimension of the city would also be reflected in later decades with the addition of the 

tallest buildings, such as the La Nacional Building on Juárez Avenue (with 13 floors), 

inaugurated in 1932; the El Moro Building (National Lottery of 25 plants), finished in 

1946; and the Torre Latinoamericana (44 floors), finished in 1956. 

 

Moreover, the role of this new vertical scale gave rise to a number of road works that 

would impact the city and its physiognomy with  the expansion or opening of the 

following streets: Palma Norte, López, Juan de Letrán, Dolores and República de Venezuela, in 

1933. In addition, the opening of 20 de Noviembre Avenue in 1936, rectification and 

expansion of the avenues: Arcos de Belén and Pino Suarez and Río de la Loza, in 1950 

(Fig. 4.29). 

 

During the ’40s, almost one and a half million people moved to Mexico City, which meant 

a population increase of more than 54% (Santa María, 2005, p. 114). Some areas of the 

city centre continued to change their original functions, raising land prices and generating 

an increase in the temporary and daytime population (ibid).  

 

In 1950, commercial, administrative and service activities began to move southward, 

extending the structure to streets in what is currently the southern part of the Alameda. 

In that same decade, social segregation accentuated with high-income families continuing 

their emigration to more favoured areas of the city; the middle sectors sought out the new 

colonias, particularly on the periphery, while the low-income population continued to 

densify some sectors of the city’s centre or opted for the less catered for settlements of 

the remote periphery. 
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Fig. 4.24 Map of Mexico City and surroundings 
Emily Edwards and Mexican Company of Light and Motor Power and Mexican Tramway in Mexico City, 1932 
Barry Lawrence Ruderman 
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The precarious houses located in the historic neighbourhoods were called “herradura de 
tugurios” (horseshoe of slums), a centrally located area of low-cost neighbourhoods 
(Coulomb & Monterubio, 2009a, p. 5). At the end of the ’50s, politicians and urban 
planners proposed the eradication of the slum, permitting several urban renewal 
operations. The demolitions were allowed under the premise of new roads and new 
houses (ibid). This area included the barrios: Guerrero, Lagunilla, Tepito, Penitenciaría and 
Jamaica. A study carried out by the urban planners of the National Housing Institute 
determined that, in the ’60s, more than 45% of the houses had to be demolished and only 
25% could be preserved (Coulomb Bosc, 1983, p. 39). “The study proposed seven pilot 
plans on a total area of 180 hectares, the destruction of 15,104 homes” (ibid). Fortunately, 
none of these plans were performed. 
 
However, other equally violent urban plans took place over areas previously declared 
unsanitary in the Centre of Mexico City. These plans proposed benefits to the displaced 
population by providing them with a new home, a promise that was not kept in most 
cases while only a small percentage of low-income families could actually afford any of 
the new properties (Coulomb Bosc, 1983). Among these projects was the “Pilot Project”, 
built on the lands of Ferrocarriles Nacionales, and part of the barrios: Guerrero, San Simón 
Tolnahuac and Ex-Hipódromo de Peralvillo (Fig. 4.28), where 80% of the houses demolished 
were considered slums, with an estimate of around 7,000 people being evicted. The 
INDECO also acted on the Anáhuac, Guerrero, Doctores neighbourhoods and Tepito, in the 
latter of which small groups of houses were built on properties that were previously 
vecindades and had suffered some kind of catastrophe (collapse or fire). Of the 1,208 
planned apartments, only 491 were built; less than half. The “Tepito Plan” (Colonia 
Morelos), on the other hand, was an attempt at renewal, where displaced people moved 
into temporary housing and businesses. Of the 643 houses demolished, only 436 were 
rebuilt. The various plans and actions of this period can be summed up as the 
disappearance of more than 50,000 proposed tenement houses in the central city 
(Coulomb & Monterubio, 2009a, p. 25).  
 
Due to the economic growth in Mexico City between 1950 and 1970, countryside to city 

migration trends increased. The population grew from 3.1 million to 8.7 million 

inhabitants. (Victor Delgadillo, 2011, p. 417). In order to keep the city functioning, an 

important series of roadways connecting the centre to the periphery were built, 

consolidating the idea that roads would help solve the central problems by interweaving 

isolated urban fragments.   
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Fig. 4.25 Colonias of Mexico City 
Adapted from: Map of Mexico City and Delegations 
Guía Roji Mexico, 1943 
Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y Berra. 
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The Interior Circuit project, inaugurated in 1961, consisted of 34 roads (López Uribe, 

2006, p. 41), some of them were Eje 1 Norte, Eje 1 Oriente, Eje Central, and Eje 1 Sur (Arcos 

de Belén), which burst the urban fabric of the city centre and affected the identity of the 

territory (Fig. 4.29). Within the master plan, Reforma Avenue was extended between 1960 

and 1964. All these road extensions led to the demolition of countless old buildings mostly 

belonging to popular sectors. Under the argument of reusing the central area of the city 

in favour of real estate capital, barrios and colonias were fragmented, displacing about 25,000 

families and affecting more than 1,727 properties. The greatest number of demolitions 

took place in the Guerrero and Morelos colonies (Barrios Lagunilla and Tepito) (Coulomb, 

1983, p. 44). In addition, the metro was built in the 1960s as a solution for the transport 

problem in the city centre—generating expectations for the regeneration of the Centre 

(Peniche Camacho, 2004, p. 176).  

 

Additionally, the old nucleus suffered from a decentralisation of activities as new 

centralities emerged, such as Paseo de la Reforma. Another fundamental element in this 

process was the displacement of university life with the construction of the University 

City (1950–1954) located at the southern end of the city (Santa María, 2005, p. 121). This 

decision not only meant the re-location of educational activities but also the end of 

student-led activities that characterised and imprinted vitality on the area. A similar 

process occurred with the museums. Since 1934 presidents have decided not to use the 

Chapultepec Castle as an official residence but to allocate it as a museum. In the 1960s, 

they decided to build two museums (National Museum of Anthropology and History and 

the Museum of Modern Art) in the Chapultepec area, creating new centres of attraction 

(idem, 122).  

 

Therefore, all these combined urban plans and factors that took place between the 1950s 

and the 1980s forced thousands of families not only from their homes but from their 

urban environment. In addition, the socio-economic structures of the renewed zones 

underwent important changes following the disappearance of popular economic activities. 

Furthermore, these destructive dynamics helped erase the memory of popular groups 

through the destruction of their inhabitable spaces.  



 142 Fig. 4.26 Street Opening and Demolition of popular neighbourhood
Adapted from: Plano Oficial de la Ciudad de México

Compañía Litográfica y Tipográfica, S.A., 1900
Mapoteca Manuel Orozco y Berra.
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Since around the ’50s, a negative image of the city centre began to be woven. While the 

city was seen as dynamic and in the process of modernisation, the centre of the city 

appeared synonymous with deterioration and decay. In that decade street sales started 

becoming severely depressed. However, the number of street vendors would increase 

substantially in the following decades (Cross, 1998).   

 

In 1980, the Historic Centre of Mexico City was established through a decree to define 

what was, until then, the area known as the centre. From the creation of this territory and 

its recognition as a world heritage site—as I will show later in this chapter—entailed 

numerous decisions and spatial operations in the name of heritage. 

 

On the 19th of September, 1985, an unprecedented earthquake occurred with an intensity 

of 8.5 on the Richter scale. The magnitude of the tragedy left a total of 4,500 dead and 

14,000 injured (Instituto Politécnico Nacional, 2015, p. 10)92. In the central zone the 

earthquake demolished 1,200 buildings and a little more than 5,700 buildings were 

affected (ibid). The hydraulic network was also affected and important damages were 

detected in the structure of the drainage system. The earthquake affected more than 300 

streets and avenues and telephone service was interrupted (Romero, 1990, p. 30). There 

were fires, and the total or partial collapse of several institutions, among them schools 

and hospitals. To deal with this emergency, the presidency of the republic decreed on the 

12th of October, 1985, the expropriation of 7,000 buildings and properties in the 

downtown colonias of the city, with an extension of 250 hectares for the construction of 

50,000 homes for families affected. (idem, 31).   

 

The 1985 earthquake triggered a large-scale disaster in the city that had been brewing for 

years and consequently exposed the vulnerable conditions under which the most 

disadvantaged of the population lived; the constant risk of living in highly damaged or 

deteriorated homes. Heritage policies emerged at the beginning of the last century with 

sights set primarily on the economic potential that tourism could generate (Coulomb 

Bosc, 1983, p. 35).   

                                                
92These figures vary according to the sources, others calculate 10,000 dead and 50,000 injured. Approximately 250,000 
survivors were left homeless and 770 buildings were seriously damaged or collapsed (Pérez & Casillas, 2015)   
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Fig. 4.27, Hotel Regis Alameda after the Earthquake of 1985 
AFP Agence France Presse 
Getty Images 
Source::http://www.t13.cl/noticia/mundo/bbc/las-
lecciones-del-devastador-terremoto-de-1985-que-no-aprendio-
ciudad-de-mexico 

Fig. 4.28 Eje 1 Norte after the Earthquake 1985 
Source::http://www.cronica.com.mx/oimagenes11/

7/14065f6414.jpg 
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Heritage conservation practices and Narratives in the Historic 

Centre of Mexico City  

 

As we have observed, the city has a long history of cultural variety and juxtaposed 

ideologies. From its beginnings the city was configured through a relationship between 

territories and social groups entrenched in idealised images of the urban. Since the 18th 

century in particular, there have been several attempts to cleanse the population of the 

artefacts and intersections that bind them. The embellishments of functional utopianism 

destroy popular images of space and, consequently, the memories linked to their built 

environment. 

 

The urban historian, Christine Boyer (2006), argues that heritage has been used as a form 

of representation that modifies, structures, and even represses perceptions and memories 

of the city. In fact, it has converted the city into a kind of historical theatre that modifies 

the memory of the spectator, converting past events into imaginary and fictional museums 

(idem, p. 67). 

 

Currently, the image of the Historic Centre (HC) is based on a form of heritage 

representation which continues to favour territory particularly associated with the colonial 

era and the oligarchy. At the same time, this new tool of power represses other territories 

belonging to the popular classes through the use of laws and urban plans that aim to 

highlight physical attributes that once belonged to the favoured classes or, in some cases, 

to modify the perception of other spaces. This determines what can be considered as 

heritage, the memories that deserve to be preserved, and, consequently, how the city 

should be remembered. 

 

The history of heritage in Mexico begins in the late 18th century with interest in pre-

Columbian antiquities. After independence, this ancient culture served to construct a new 

identity reflected through different institutions. A century later, the growing concern with 

heritage was translated into structural forms of commitment, participation in international 

organisations, laws and bodies at a national level, and the creation of decrees, urban plans, 

and institutions at a local level. 
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4.C.1 International Organisations  

In the context of heritage, Mexico has participated internationally in the implementation 

and ratification of letters, conventions and other documents. These include the Treaty on 

the Protection of Artistic and Scientific Institutions and Historic Monuments (1935); the 

Roerich Pact—; the Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of 

Armed Conflict (1954); Statutes of the International Centre for the Study of the 

Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property (1956); the Venice Charter (1964) and 

the Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage 

(1972)93; Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003); 

Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions 

(2005). 

 

Since 1967, Mexico has hosted a National Office of Organisation that is responsible for 

promoting and working on projects that promote education, science, culture and 

communication and information in the Mexican Republic. Until 2018, Mexico has 34 

inscribed sites on the World Heritage List, approximately one third of which are 

considered urban heritage with three of them to be found in Mexico City94. Workshops, 

forums and round tables have been promoted for the protection of urban heritage 

through institutional collaborations with Mexico City, including: the international forum 

“La Periferia como Patrimonio Cultural Urbano”95, and workshops carried out for the “Plan de 
Manejo del Centro Histórico de la Ciudad de México 2017–2022”96. It has been indicated by 

UNESCO that this forum took place in the context of “safeguarding the Historic Urban 

Landscape”97, and the workshops “are part of a joint journey including both the Convention on the 
Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage and the UNESCO Historic Urban Landscape 

Recommendation”98. Mexico also maintains relations with other international institutions 

and has been a member of ICCROM since 1961 and a member of ICOMOS since 1965.  

                                                
93 The Senate ratified it in 1984, i.e. 12 years after its adoption by the General Conference of UNESCO. 
94 Please see the World Heritage List: http://whc.unesco.org/en/statesparties/mx 
95 This forum was held between UNESCO and the Secretariat for Social Development in 2016. The results of the work 
of the International Forum were presented within the framework of the United Nations Conference on Housing and 
Sustainable Urban Development Habitat III (Oct. 19, 2016).   
96 These workshops were held jointly with the Historic Center Authority, as well as other governmental institutions. 
Discussions were held with both citizen participation and academic experts. 
97  This has been translated into English from its original version in Spanish. For more information: 
http://www.unesco.org/new/es/media-services/single-
view/news/miguel_angel_mancera_y_la_unesco_en_mexico_presentan_en_qu/ 
98 This has been translated to English from its original version in Spanish. For more information: 
http://www.unesco.org/new/es/mexico/press/news-and-
articles/content/news/la_unesco_en_mexico_y_la_cdmx_inician_ciclo_de_talleres_de/ 
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4.C.2 National Laws and Institutions 

The discourse of heritage in Mexico arose in the 18th century and was at the centre of 

aristocratic concerns during the sanitarian era. Of particular interest were “Mexican 

antiquities” represented by pre-Hispanic artefacts (Monnet, 1995). The notion of heritage 

was built while Mexican nationalism was being shaped. Firstly, the Mexican antiquities 

represented their own heritage, originating a process of appropriation and identification, 

and, secondly, they signified a rejection of European ideas (ibid). The intense reflection 

on Mexican identity led to the development of a cultural heritage ideology. As a result, 

the Mexican National Museum (1825) was created and the first step towards a prohibition 

of Mexican antiquities exports were taken (1827). 

 

During the 19th century, this ideology was reinforced by the creation of institutions and 

legal instruments. The first legal measures concerning colonial buildings emerged in 1914 

with the Ley de Conservación de Monumentos. According to this law these artefacts represented 

the evolution of the people and therefore had to be protected from destruction. However, 

the law was not applied, but served as the basis for what followed. In 1930, the law, Ley 

sobre Proteccion y Conservacion de Monumentos y Bellezas, contained the first steps towards the 

concept of maintaining urban heritage through the notion of 'monuments', which take the 

form of buildings or towns whose aim of conservation is to maintain the typical 

picturesque appearance of Mexico. In 1934, the Ley sobre Protección y Conservación de 

Monumentos Arqueológicos e Históricos Poblaciones Típicas y Lugares de Belleza Natural was created 

and served as a basis for the law of 1972. The law of 1934 also led to the elaboration of 

the first catalogue of Monuments of the Historic Centre of Mexico City in 1939.  

 

The Mexican legal system's protection and safeguarding of cultural heritage is based on 

the constitution, Constitución Política de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos de 1917. At present, the 

Ley Federal sobre Monumentos y Zonas Arqueológicos, Artísticos e Históricos promulgated in 1972, 

regulates heritage protection. It is worth mentioning that the classification of monuments 

in Mexico is distinguished between several categories: archaeological monuments from 

before the conquest, historical monuments from the 16th to 19th centuries, and artistic 

monuments produced from 1900 onwards. This division shows the different valuations 

and heritage discourses that have taken place in Mexican history. Likewise, there are 

different national institutions in charge of cataloguing and protecting each type of 

heritage, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH) and Instituto Nacional de Bellas 
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Artes (INBA). The INHA is responsible for historical monuments built between the 16th 

and 19th centuries as well as pre-Columbian archaeological sites. While the INBA is 

responsible for cultural heritage created from the 20th century onwards. In addition, at the 

end of the 20th century, the Secretaria de Desarrollo Urbano y Vivienda (SEDUVI), under the 

direction of the Urban Cultural Heritage, added a new catalogue to safeguard urban 

artistic heritage as well as contemporary buildings. 

 
The official territory occupied by the Historic Centre of Mexico City was established by 
decree in 1980 during the government of José López Portillo. The territory includes an 
area of historical monuments with an extension of 9.1 km²99, divided between two 
boundaries, Perimeter A and Perimeter B (Fig. 4.32). This document does not specify the 
reasons for this double delimitation; theoretically the Perimeter A coincided with the city 
at the end 18th century100, while Perimeter B coincides more or less with the first widening 
of the city in the 19th century (Delgadillo, 2011). However, Víctor Delgadillo argues that 
the reasons for the delimitation were to include the new Legislative Palace and establish 
the largest historic centre in America. (2011, p. 421). Additionally, this territorial division 
implies that Perimeter A has the most catalogued and oldest buildings, while Perimeter B 
contains fewer catalogued buildings and functions as a buffer area for Perimeter A. 
According to the current management plan between the three institutions INAH, INBA 
and SEDUVI, Perimeter A has 2,299 properties catalogued, while Perimeter B has only 
1,205 properties. This fact can be explained by historical development (between the centre 
and the periphery), but above all by the urban plans integrated during the 20th century.  
 
Additionally, in 1987, Perimeter A was added (with Xochimilco) to the World Heritage 
List. This fact would reinforce local intervention and protection measures. 
The HCMC is subject to local laws, some of them comprise heritage and urban 
development. For instance, the Ley de Salvaguarda del Patrimonio Urbanístico Arquitectónico del 
Distrito Federal (2000)101 has the aim of safeguarding properties that are declared Urban 
Architectural Heritage by the Federal District.   

                                                
99 Although some authors and public institutions argue that the surface is almost 10km².  
100 Específicamente Plan de García Conde de 1810 con levantamientos de 1796. 
101 Federal district was the previous formal name of Mexico City. 
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Fig. 4.29 Historic Centre of Mexico City 

LH 
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At the level of urban planning, the HCMC is ruled by Ley de Desarrollo Urbano del Distrito 

Federal (2010). Within this framework, the urban development plan (coordinated by 

SEDUVI) proposed three Programas Parciales: Centro Histórico (2010), Merced (2000) and 

La Alameda (2000). In terms of 'intangible' heritage, based on the Ley de Desarrollo Urbano 

del Distrito Federal (2010), the Public Markets of Mexico City were recognised as Intangible 

Cultural Heritage of Mexico City in 2016. These include traditional cultural manifestations 

that are found in the markets of the historic centre, such as the Mercado de la Merced, 

Mercado Abelardo Rodriguez, Lagunilla and Sonora.  

 

Parallel to these laws are institutions for the coordination, management and execution of 

works in the territory of the Historical Centre. In 1990, the Fideicomiso del Centro Histórico 

was created as a private entity but became a public institution in 2002. The purpose of 

this historic centre trust was to promote, manage and coordinate the execution of works, 

actions and services whose aims are the recovery, protection and conservation of MCHC. 

In 2007, the government of Mexico City created the Autoridad del Centro Histórico which 

replaced some of the activities of the Fideicomiso del Centro Histórico. This relatively new 

organisation is in charge of coordinating the initiatives that converge on the site, as well 

as proposing different policies for achieving sustainable development through the 

concentration of up-to-date information between various agencies and institutions. 

However, a large number of federal and local institutions participate in the execution of 

works and maintenance of the centre.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.30 Main actors involved in the coordination of the HCMC  
Adapted from: Mesa de Conservación de Monumentos Histórico y Patrimonio Cultural de la CDMX 

(Autoridad del Centro Histórico, 2017, p. 82) 
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In 2016, the first monthly working group called, Conservación de Monumentos Histórico y 

Patrimonio Cultural de la Ciudad de México, was held (Autoridad del Centro Histórico, 2017, 

p. 82). It is worth mentioning that there are numerous actors involved in the coordination 

of the Historic Centre which includes local and federal dependencies (Fig. 4.33).  

 

In February 2017, the Constitution of Mexico City was approved. It includes references 

to the protection of the urban landscape with reference to original towns, colonies and 

neighbourhoods. It also provides tools and organs in charge of preserving historical 

memory. Likewise, it covers a section referring to the Heritage Sites of Humanity in the 

City and, in particular, to the historical centre, where it establishes the responsibility of 

the Head of Government through the Autoridad del Centro Histórico. At the moment, it is 

unknown to what extent this will change the current dynamics on the management of the 

territory of the HCMC.

 

4.C.3 Urban Plans and Spatial Interventions 

As mentioned earlier, the discourse of heritage in Mexico arose at the end of the 18th, a 

time of aristocratic concern for sanitation. Although the interest was originally Mexican 

antiques, the idea of heritage grew rapidly and was reflected in the organisation of space. 

In 1843, the Main Square market was demolished because, apparently, it discredited the 

image of Zócalo and its surroundings.  Events like this occurred in parallel to the growth 

of cultural heritage.  

 

This action of beautification and exaltation of the Zócalo would be repeated almost a 

century later, between the 1920s and the 1930s. With the aim of giving greater dignity to 

this central space, it was decided that the main facades of the Palacio Nacional should be 

remodelled and given a 4th level. In 1930, the area was dignified further when the building 

of Antiguo Ayuntamiento was remodelled and, taking into account the new height of the 

national palace, an extra floor was also added. In accordance with the beautification of 

the central area, the Zócalo was protected by a decree in 1931. These interventions granted 

a new urban scale and contributed to a new image for this central space. Years later, 

following this scale, the building for the Departamento del Distrito Federal was constructed. 

This urban project was completed with the extension and expansion of 20 Noviembre and 

Pino Suarez avenues. With the opening of these roads they further highlighted the space 

by adding a new perspective (Fig. 4.34). 
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In 1931, by the same decree that protected the Zócalo, two other public squares were 

safeguarded: Santo Domingo and Loreto (Fig. 4.34). It is noteworthy that this decree 

considered the built environment of the squares. In this way, the public squares ceased to 

be merely spaces for reunion and interaction, but also became spaces to exalt the spatial 

characteristic of the city. Under this guideline, Moneda Street was also protected in 1934 

and declared as a typical area of Mexico City (Monnet, 1995, p. 270). A similar measure 

would take place fifteen years later when the whole street surrounding the Colegio de las 

Vizcaínas (Fig. 4.34) was protected due to the “cultural need to protect it as an area that fits the 

character and style of the building” (ibid). Ironically, as we saw earlier, other buildings at that 

time were being demolished to open new roads as well as erect new buildings. This 

indicated unclear heritage protection limits; demolishing while legislating to safeguard 

heritage.  

 

One of the great discoveries that led to a series of decisions regarding the territory took 

place in 1978, when a worker of the lighting company accidentally found a pre-Hispanic 

monolith, the sculpture of Coyolxauhqui, the Mexican lunar deity (Romero, 1990, p. 29). 

The exceptional find was a catalyst for the excavation of an area of 6,000 m2 in which the 

vestiges of the Templo Mayor were discovered (idem, p.30). The archaeological excavation 

of the Templo Mayor resulted in the disappearance of a group of colonial buildings in 1982, 

indicating a preference, or rather a need, for valuing the archaeological heritage of the 

great Tenochtitlan. As I mentioned, in 1980, the territory was declared an Historic Centre, 

and later was recognised in 1987 as a World Heritage Site. These situations generated 

actions and planning at an urban level which, until then, had been carried out in more of 

an ad hoc manner through specific projects. 

 

From 1982 to 1988, the general urban program of the Federal District included the 

historic city in their patrimonial conservation project, calling it the “expanded Historic 

Centre”. During that time, urbanists, practitioners, and academics criticised “the existence 

of multiple physical limitations and authorities with juxtaposed attributions in the historic 

centre” (Delgadillo, 2011, p.458) for complicating the management of the territory. 

However, an urban program was approved in 1998 that included the three Programas 

Parciales (see above): Alameda, Centro Histórico and Merced. 
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In 1998, the Fideicomiso proposed the Plan Estratégico para la Regeneración y Desarrollo Integral 

del Centro Histórico de Ciudad de México. In 2008, Fideicomiso and Autoridad del Centro Histórico 

created the Plan de Manejo del Centro Histórico de la Ciudad de México. This plan was 

supplanted by the Plan Integral de Manejo del Centro Histórico de la Ciudad de México 2011–

2016” in 2011. The aim of the different plans were to rescue the historical centre,  

regenerate the population, and create social and economic development. These last three 

plans have already been executed and, as we will see, the preference has been given to 

Perimeter A, specifically to the commerce district. 

 

In 2017, Fideicomiso and Autoridad del Centro Histórico, with the cooperation of UNESCO—

México and a program from the national university (Programa Universitario de Estudios sobre 

la Ciudad de la Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México) created a new management plan, 

Plan de Manejo Centro Histórico 2017–2022, which is still in effect. It is worth mentioning 

that, since the first management plan, 10 areas of action were established and 15 new 

areas of action have been added to the current management plan, which could probably 

create new spatial fragmentation. 

 

Parallel to the entire process of patrimonialization, various projects of revitalisation and 

restoration took place which. According to Victor Delgadillo (2011, p. 407), since the 

1960s, the historic centre has been subject to cyclical rescue efforts, predominantly in the 

western area. This shows a difference in implementing rescue policies between the 

southwestern and northeastern areas. According to several academics (Delgadillo, 2011; 

Monterrubio, 2014; Olivera & Delgadillo, 2014; Ortega García, 2015) the relevant spatial 

interventions are the following: 

1. The remodelling program for civic centres (1967): Includes the renovation of six 

public squares (Regina, San Fernando, Santa Veracruz, Loreto, Santa Catarina and 

Santo Domingo) as structuring elements of the neighbourhoods (Fig. 4.34). 

2. The remodelling program of the centre (1972): Revitalisation of the area through 

the restoration of facades and the correction of advertisements and marquees in the 

the old commercial centre of Mexico City (delimited by the Zócalo, the central axis, 

and the avenues of Venustiano Carranza and Donceles). In addition, the streets of Gante 

and Motolinea were pedestrianised. Likewise, urban pavement furniture is replaced 

and public lighting is changed to decorative street lamps (Fig. 4.34). 
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3. Restoration project of the historic centre (1976–1982): The opening of the Templo 

Mayor and its museum (Fig. 4.34). This also included the renovation of facades, 

pavements and street lighting on the streets of Corregidora and Moneda (Fig. 4.34); 

the adaptation of buildings for cultural uses (Lecumberri prison as General Archive 

of the Nation and the former hospital of San Juan de Dios as Franz Meyer Museum). 

Likewise, Plaza Tolsa was created; two pre-Hispanic and colonial irrigation ditches 

were built and some atrium squares and facades were renovated in the Corregidora 

streets. The intervention also included the transfer of the central market from the 

Merced to Iztapalapa, the construction of the Legislative Palace of San Lázaro and the 

bus terminal of the Poniente. Additionally, federal properties destined for public and 

religious use were restored, including the National Palace, Monte de Piedad, 

Universidad Obrera and 19 churches.  

4. Programs (1984–1988): Vehicular access to two streets of the Zócalo were closed; the 

Palace of Fine Arts was integrated into Alameda, and the squares of the Solidaridad 

and La Banca Nacionalizada were created (Fig. 4.34). These programs involved the 

restoration and revitalisation of 796 properties, 209 of which have monumental 

value. In addition, public lighting with an old-fashioned appearance was 

implemented. One of the most significant programs was the reconstruction 

program after the earthquakes of 1985, where some historic buildings destined for 

the majority were repurposed for low-income homeless residents. 

5. Spatial actions (1991–1995): The program, ¡Échame una manita!, took place in the 

financial corridor (Fig. 4.34) where the government carried out renovation work on 

benches, street furniture and tree planting, as well as the repaving of streets. Private 

owners were invited to renovate their facades with a 20% subsidy. In addition, the 

street trade was relocated. Approximately 10,000 street vendors were moved to 28 

commercial places (liberating 168 streets). Street vending was also declared illegal 

in Perimeter A. However, these streets were later reoccupied. In addition, tourist 

trips were created by trolleybus, and 867 buildings were involved, 501 of which  

were considered monuments. 

 

  



 155 Fig. 4.31 Public Space Interventions 1920-1995 
LH 
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6. Program for the Integral Development of the Historical Centre of Mexico City 

(1997–2000): consisted of four courses of action: rescuing the centre, housing 

regeneration, economic development, and social development. Artistic lighting of the 

Catedral and the Palacio Nacional was added (Fig. 4.35). Also, 146 works were carried 

out; about 46% were commerce related, and 20% were linked to tourism. A rescue 

fund was created to subsidise the rehabilitation of heritage properties inhabited by 

low-income populations.  

7. Rescue of the historic centre of Mexico City (2001–2006): This program revitalised 

the public space of 34 blocks (again the business district) (Fig. 4.35). Once again, the 

street vendors occupying the restored streets were relocated to commercial plazas, 

most of them located outside Perimeter A. In addition, four streets were revitalised, 

those surrounding the Palacio Naciaonal and República de Guatemala Street between 

República de Argentina and República de Brazil. The project was also integrated into the  

recovery of the Alameda Park, and a property was demolished next to the church of 

San Francisco to give room to a square, providing new access to the Torre 

Latinoamericana and other properties. 

8. Historical Centre Recovery Program (2007–2014): The aim of the program includes 

the restoration of  the Centre and population regeneration as well as economic and 

social development. Some projects are for the revitalisation of cloisters and public 

space102. Among these revitalised areas are more than 20 public spaces between 

streets, alleys, squares and green parks (Fig. 4.35). Some of these spaces have been 

pedestrianised. Several mobility and transport projects were also included, such as 

the creation of line 4 of the metro bus connecting the Historic Centre of the City 

with the Airport. The street Republica de Venezuela was changed especially for this 

purpose, transforming socio-spatial interactions, especially in the public market, 

Abelardo Rodríguez. In addition, the program implemented a “Good Citizen’s Manual” 

addressed to inhabitants, owners, merchants, visitors, and users, proposing ways to 

behave as well as obligations for preserving the urban image. The program also 

included the relocation of about 15,000 street vendors into 36 commercial malls. 

 

 

                                                
102 These were carried out through the six themes of the management plan: Urban and economic Revitalization, 
Habitability, Heritage, Mobility, Risk Prevention, and Citizen Life. 
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Fig. 4.32 Public Space Interventions 1997–2014 
LH 
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In 2016, some minor refurbishment works were carried out in the streets (República de 
Peru, República de Cuba and 3r Callejón de Manzanares). In the same year, two archaeological 
windows were opened on República de Argentina street between Justo Sierra and San Ildefonso. 
Restoration and lighting changes of some monuments have also been carried out. Also, 
at the end of 2016, a pedestrian bridge was opened on the main temple that links the 
Street of República de Guatemala with República de Argentina. Between 2016–2018, some 
properties were also rehabilitated, such as a 16th-century house located on de Manzanares 
Street. Likewise, urban art has been included through a series of artistic graffiti works on 
several streets and public spaces, including those located on avenue 20 Noviembre and Eje 1 
Norte. At the beginning of 2018, 200 plaques were placed around the Historic Centre 
streets with the intention of revealing urban memory and the historical richness of the 
streets. They named this list, “200 essential places”, and published an interactive map 
(https://www.cdmx200lugares.com/plano-general/#.W3qLzi2Ejok) (Fig. 4.36). Some 
of them were placed in the north and the east, however, most were placed in the 
commercial district. In addition, a great number of these memories refer to historical 
events or figures. For example: places inhabited by the first official chroniclers inhabited 
or the first Dominican monastery. Currently 11.5 kilometres of streets are in the process 
of rehabilitation. And there are some projects promoted by the Autoridad del Espacio 
Público, such as the “Light Neighbourhood” for the Chinatown area, the rehabilitation of 
the new Centro Alameda neighbourhood and the 20 de Noviembre avenue (Autoridad Centro 
Histórico, 2017). 
 
Private investment has also been added to these rehabilitation works. Carlos Slim—a 
Mexican businessman, currently considered among the richest men in the world—has 
been involved. Since 1965, he has been acquiring buildings through his company in order 
to use them for shops and services. However, in 2002, he created a mercantile company 
called, Centro Histórico de la Ciudad de México, S. A. de C.V., for the purchase of 22 
properties. Until June 2003, Slim had acquired 48 properties on Perimeter A. The 
properties were located to the south of the business district as well as in front of the 
Palace of Fine Arts. In addition, in 2006, Carlos Slim made more than 60 real estate 
transactions and benefited from important local and federal tax exemptions (Víctor 
Delgadillo, 2009, p. 86). Likewise, Carlos Slim created the Centro Histórico de México A.C. 
in 2002, a non-profit association that, along with Grupo Carso's companies and 
institutions, have implemented programs to improve the lives of the inhabitants in the 
centre. This foundation acts through several programs and spaces, such as Casa Vecina 
and Desarrollo Comunitariao, which propose social development and cultural activities. 
However, these actions have focused on the South and West of the Historic Centre. 



 159 

Fig. 4.33 Plaques of Memory
Interactive Map of CDMX “200 lugares impresindibles”

Source: https://www.cdmx200lugares.com

Fig. 4.34 Av. Juárez around Alameda  
LH, 2016 

Fig. 4.35 Buildings in front of Alameda  
LH, 2016 
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Additionally, from private investment in the area of Alameda Sur, some buildings with 
minimalist architecture styles (Fig. 4.37, Fig. 4.38) were constructed and, in the last decade, 
several international commercial chains have opened stores. These spatial modifications 
allowed the introduction of high-income inhabitants, as well as a new style of life that 
diverges from the traditional lifestyles of HC, accentuating the possibility of displacement 
and even gentrification  (Zamorano Villarreal, 2015). The revitalisation actions as well as 
the recovered properties were carried out mainly in the South-West area of Perimeter A, 
focusing on the aesthetic recovery of streets. Public investment on the HCMC through 
the Government of the City of Mexico from 2001 to 2015, amounts to a total of 
550 million dollars and focuses mostly on physical aspects and beautification (Autoridad 
del Centro Histórico, 2017, p. 15). In addition, between 2018 and 2022, another 16.5 km 
of intervention streets have been planned. These ways of acting in space have also 
attenuated the differences of this sector in contrast to other parts of the centre and have 
left marks upon the urban environment. It should be noted that each of the interventions 
have integrated social representations of memories that justify their visions of and actions 
on space. For example, in order to accomplish a representation of the space with better-
balanced implementation projects between the two areas, Perimeter B is usually modified 
in size and form in management plans and public reports (Fig. 4.39). Furthermore, these 
actions have been oriented towards touristic perspectives, as demonstrated in the current 
official map of the Historic Centre which focuses on the rehabilitated area while ignoring 
other parts of the territory (Fig. 4.40). In addition, it is possible to observe a double 
positioning on recovered spaces, like “Alameda Central” for example. In this case, the 
local government used rehabilitation to improve the environment of the square for its 
users, while imposing at the same time prohibitions upon common forms of public space 
use (roller skating, dog-walking, cycling, etc.) (Giglia, 2013). This contradicted the vision 
of academics and experts, which celebrated the idea of Mexico City as a city with multiple 
centralities (Coulomb, Esquivel Hernández, & Ponce Sernicharo, 2016)(Coulomb, 
Esquivel, & Ponce, 2012). Experts have also drawn attention to their revitalisation plans 
for other traditional neighbourhoods (Ávila et al., 2017; Coulomb, 2009b; Delgadillo, 
2011; Monterrubio, 2014; Ziccardi, 2009), which so far have been focused on the South-
west. In addition, some authors stress the fact that the latest measures have generated 
gentrification processes (Coulomb, 2009a; Victor Delgadillo, 2016; Moctezuma Mendoza, 
2016). Likewise, they have called attention to the extension or replacement of Perimeters 
to have a more integrated vision of the territory. René Coulomb, for example, proposes 
a Historic City of Mexico, incorporating the Colonias founded in the late nineteenth 
century and the forest section of Chapultepec, creating a Perimeter C (UNESCO México, 
2016).  
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Fig. 4.36 Use of the Public Space 
(Autoridad del Centro Histórico, 207-2014 pp.110-111) 

Fig. 4.37 Official Touristic Plan of HCMC 
Secretaría de Turismo de CDMX 

Source::https://turismo.cdmx.gob.mx/storage/app/media/map
as-digitales/Mapa%20Centro%20Historico%20-%20CDMX.pdf 
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Urban Problems  

According to official data provided in the Management Plan 2017–2022 (Autoridad del 
Centro Histórico, 2017) the territory is currently composed of 769 blocks (9,362 lots) in 
total, with 214 blocks (3,080 lots) in Perimeter A, and 555 blocks (6,282 lots) in Perimeter 
B. Almost 27% of the properties are for mixed use (commerce, housing, and services) 
these are predominantly in the north and centre-south area. Services cover 23.15% of the 
area and are predominantly offices, public parking lots and warehouses. The use of 
warehouses predominates, representing 27.68% of all services. Commercial properties 
represent 19.56% and are mainly located in the eastern areas and on the main roads of 
Perimeter A; they are predominantly used as popular shopping centres.Housing 
corresponds to a total of 19.21% of the territory, located primarily in the north-west and 
east sides of Perimeter B, with a small number of houses in Perimeter A. There are also 
houses in historical areas such as the Guerrero, Buenavista, Morelos, Ampliación Penitenciaria, 
Zona Centro neighbourhoods and also to the south. The public facilities occupies 5.82% 
of the total use, where educational, cultural and public administration institutions are 
concentrated. There are 75 churches, 28 markets, 121 supply properties, 61 cultural 
properties, 144 educational properties and 42 health properties (Delgadillo, 2011, p. 427). 
 
Industry only represents 0.34% of the total lots located in Perimeter B situated in the 
north and the east, while 3.95% represents other uses. It should be noted that there is a 
high percentage of abandoned buildings and spaces as well as vacant lots, 256 of which 
have heritage protection and are located mostly in the Centro and Guerrero 
neighbourhoods. Public spaces consist of main and small squares occupying 54 plots, 
mainly located in Perimeter A. There are also 34 green areas (parks and gardens) located 
mostly in the periphery or Perimeter B. As such, the HCMC has an heterogeneous use 
with a large amount of built heritage, offering plenty of potential content for translating 
place into official and popular memory. However, as I mentioned earlier, in the last few 
decades, several rehabilitation and restoration projects have been carried out that have 
focused mainly on one small area: the old commercial district that has belonged to the 
'wealthy classes' since colonial times. In other words, most of the territory in Perimeter 
B, especially in the North and the East, are neglected with rehabilitation programs 
accentuating territorial segregation and the deteriorating the urban environment. 
Historical urban development and a lack of investment in other sectors of the territory 
have caused or exacerbated several problems, such as: low demographic density; 
marginalisation and poverty of its inhabitants; delinquency; highly uncontrolled 
commercial activity (particularly street vending), and vehicular congestion. 
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4.D.1 Depopulation 

The historic centre currently represents 1% of the urban area and contains 1.9% of its 
total population (Santa María, 2005, p. 35). Like other historical centres in Latin America 
that have lost population in recent decades, these demographic changes in the region are 
due to the fact that the rate of urban growth and urbanisation of large cities has decreased 
substantially since the 1980s (Lattes, 2001). Furthermore, the rural-city migration that 
characterised the twentieth century, especially in the ’40s and ’50s in Mexico City, has 
decreased radically (idem). In Mexico City, these drastic changes resulted in an urban 
depopulation in its central areas, particularly the HCMC, which has been losing 
population since the ’70s (Fig.4.41). 
 
The Historic Centre is geographically located between the delegations of Cuauhtémoc and 
Venustiano Carranza of Mexico City. In 2010, these areas had 531,831 inhabitants and 
430,978 inhabitants respectively (INEGI, 2011)103. Up to the ’50s, a little over 400.00 
people lived in both Perimeters, and by 2010, the area only had approximately 150,000 
inhabitants. Between the 1970s and 1990s, it lost a little more than 40% of its population, 
which is surely related to the earthquake of 1985. The 2010 Population and Housing 
Census recorded a total population of the Historic Centre of 146,349 people, 33,890 of 
which lived in Perimeter A, and 112,459 in Perimeter B. That is to say, in 60 years the 
population decreased by more than 60%; of these inhabitants, approximately 20% live in 
Perimeter A and 80% in Perimeter B (Fig. 4.42).  
 
The 2017–2022 Management Plan estimates that 38,000 inhabitants lived in Perimeter A 
in 2015 (p. 26), assuming an increase of 1.12% compared to 2010. However, this 
document does not present the estimation for Perimeter B. The real number of 
inhabitants remains uncertain. The rehabilitation programs implemented since the 2000s 
have proposed the recovery of habitability and population. For example: Between 2001 
and 2006, the INVI104 performed 3,364 actions, including new constructions, 
rehabilitation, and trading improvements (Delgadillo-Polanco, 2008, p. 838´). Between 
2015 and 2017, 27 property recovery actions were carried out, where some houses were 
rehabilitated (Autoridad del Centro Histórico, 2017, p. 144). However, these were aimed 
at subsidised houses and the recovery of specific Vecindades at risk of collapse, as well as 
scattered actions that were not supported within a comprehensive action plan. 
 

                                                
103 National Institute of Statistic and Geography (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía – INEGI) 
104 Housing Insitute (Instituto de Vivienda de la Ciudad de México - INVI).  
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Fig. 4.39 Population Distribution by Perimeters 
Adapted from: INEGI, 2010 

Fig. 4.40 Population Distribution by Gender 
Adapted from: INEGI, 2010 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4.38 Amount of Population per decade.  
Adapted from: INEGI, 2010 
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4.D.2 Characteristics of the Population 

According to the Autoridad del Centro Histórico, based on data provided by the INEGI, in 
2010, the majority of the population were women (Fig. 4.43), mostly between 18 and 60 
years old (Fig. 4.44). 73% of the inhabitants were from the State of Mexico; 23% from 
other Mexican states, and only 4% were of foreign origin (Fig. 4.45). Of this population, 
it is considered that around 7,767 indigenous people reside in the Historic Centre, 
representing 5.31% of the total population in the area. 
 
In addition, the territory has numerous indigents. According to the census of the Institute 
of Assistance and Social Integration, in 2012, there were 4,000 people living in indigence, 
of that total 52% were located in the delegations, Cuauhtémoc and Venustiano Carranza (D. 
Delgado & Hernández, 2015). The Fundación Centro Histórico (2017) has discovered these 
populations in at least 218 locations in the territory. During 2017, measures were taken to 
dismantle street camps in the southwest of the historic centre and take them to shelters 
(Suárez, 2017). These cleaning and dismantling measures have also affected other 
populations, such as street vendors. 
 
The majority of the historic centre's population is characterised by poverty and exclusion, 
and can be observed through various factors. In terms of schooling, according to the 2010 
census of people over 15 years old, about 45% of the total population received post-
secondary105 education while 3% did not receive any type of school education (Fig. 4.46). 
That is, only 60% of the population has a basic level of education. In addition, the illiteracy 
rate in the same population is 2.08%. As far as economic productivity is concerned, a little 
more than 62% of the population are economically active, according to the 2010 census. 
However, 40% of the population do not produce any income (Fig. 4.47).  
 
Between both perimeters there are 52,138 dwellings. Most houses have more than 3 
rooms, with an average of 3.52 inhabitants per dwelling in Perimeter A, and 3.33 
inhabitants per dwelling in Perimeter B. In terms of living conditions, most homes have 
access to public services; 98.8% have access to the three public services (electricity, water, 
and drainage). However, much of the infrastructure is obsolete and deteriorated, with the 
exception of the business district (Delgadillo, 2011, p. 427)  
                                    

 

 

                                                
105 Secondary education in Mexico is between 12 and 15 years of schooling. 
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Fig. 4.41 Population Distribution by Age Category  
Adapted from: INEGI, 2010 

Fig. 4.42 Population Distribution by Origin 
Adapted from: INEGI, 2010 

Fig. 4.43 Population by Educational Level 
Adapted from: INEGI, 2010 
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4.D.3 Formal Commerce 

The HC's population decrease has had a direct impact on its economic activities. For 

example, between 1980 and 1990, there was an increase in formal and informal 

commercial activities of the area. This area with its reduced demographic is the busiest in 

the city. In 2005, it received 700,000 visitors every day and, in 2015, it reached 2 million 

daily users (Autoridad del Centro Histórico, 2017, p. 26), including workers, merchants, 

extraterritorial shoppers, and street vendors to name a few. Those depending on the 

commercial activity of the area have created a floating population. This commercial 

impact upon the sector has caused a difference to the daytime. In daylight, it is occupied 

with various activities, while at night it is a deserted territory.  

 

In the HCMC, small business plays an important economic role in the city,  representing 

66% of the economic units and 49% of employment in the entire Cuauhtémoc Delegation 

(UNESCO México, 2016). In the HCMC there are almost 44,000 registered economic 

units  (18,059 in Perimeter A; 25,864 in Perimeter B). This represents 10% of the total of 

registered businesses in Mexico City. It should be remembered that the territory only 

represents 1% of its urban area. Every day, about 170,000 salaried employees go to work; 

a number greater than its inhabitants. A total aggregate value of around 80 billion pesos 

(4 billion dollars) is generated annually (ibid). 65.2% of the total economic units produced 

are from commerce. In addition, it is important to highlight the tourist industry which 

represents the second most important group, with 9.1% of the total economic units. 

(idem, p. 47). 

 

The HCMC could be understood as a large department store where products and services 

are organised by areas and streets.106 That is, a commercial memory has been inserted into 

recognisable topography. It is a territory with a diversity of products and services; such 

variety is found hardly anywhere else in the city or even the country. Moreover, it receives 

a large number of people from Mexico City state, as well as from other states, whose 

objective is wholesale purchasing. In the so-called commercial district, a high-level 

commercial sector, many products are sold, such as: jewellery, lenses, perfumes, 

electronics, musical instruments, clothing and fine footwear, among others.  

                                                
106 The book, Miscelánea (Montalembert & Ruenes, 2013) is about this characteristic distribution. It is a guide to the 
popular and traditional trade of the Historic Center of Mexico City, and also provides a detailed and anecdotal history 
of the products and its links with neighborhoods and markets. 
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In the South-East, there are haberdasheries, saddleries, decoration materials, bicycles, 

plastics, among other products and services. It is important to mention that in the area 

there are the La Merced and Sonora markets, where perishable and non-perishable products 

are sold and whose public is mainly popular groups. Since colonial times, La Merced market 

has owed its importance to the commercial sector as it was connected to the canals that 

carried products into the city. In addition, it was formerly the main wholesale market until 

the construction of Central de Abastos in the south of the city in the 1980s.  

 

The South-West primarily consists of lighting products and appliances, tools and electrical 

machinery, and plumbing products, among others. This area also has several markets 

including the Gourmet Market of San Juan Pugibet, which sells exotic and European 

produce (cheeses, hams, wines, etc.). It has its origins in the indigenous Tianguis, formerly 

a commercial area that consisted of a large market for Indians which was later divided in 

the 20th century into different markets with various specialties like flowers, for instance. 

 

To the North-East, the products are toys, bags, clothes and cheap shoes, costumes, 

jewellery, cosmetics, etc. These cheap products are aimed at low-income groups with few 

resources. It should be mentioned that in this area there are also street vendors and 

shopping plazas that are occupied by vendors who have been relocated. Therefore, the 

Abelardo Rodríguez Market mainly sells Comida Corrida—a low cost daily meal made of 

several courses—as well as fast-food dishes. There is also the Granaditas market which 

specialises in all kinds of shoes, mainly mass produced and counterfeit designer shoes. 

 

Businesses in the North-West specialise in costumes and clothing for events (wedding 

dresses, costumes, charros costumes, etc.), furniture stores, bookstores, invitation cards, 

etc. The traditional La Lagunilla market, where furniture and clothes can be found, stands 

out in particular. The famous Garibaldi Square is also located in this area. It is worth 

mentioning that the HC has several one hundred years shops that include restaurants and 

bars, stores, as well as services. 
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Fig. 4.45 Madero Street Commercial District 
ProtoplasmaKid, 2011 

Wikipedia 

Fig. 4.48 República de Argentina Street, North-East 
LH, 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Fig. 4.47 Venustiano Carranza Street, South-East 
n.d., 

CDMXTravel 

Fig. 4.46 Artículo 123 Street, South-West 
LH, 2016 
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4.D.4 Street Vendors 

Street vending is a difficult and complex issue to evaluate due to the lack of reliable 
information on the number of street vendors, their growth, stagnation, decline and its 
relationship to other economic, social, and political phenomena (Monnet, 2005, p. 3). In 
terms of representation, it is often stigmatised as a symbol of underdevelopment, poverty, 
illegality, urban dysfunction, and so on  (ibid). Furthermore, street vendors are accused 
of being both a product and a cause of the historic centre's deterioration; they are blamed 
for the mismanagement and appropriation of public space, for using a large number of 
storerooms, consequently weakening the housing structure—socially and physically—, 
and for the misuse of property, such as heritage protected facades protected during the 
installation of stalls. 
 
Street vending has been a commercial activity throughout the history of the HC despite 
always occupying an antagonistic position. In recent decades it has become the 
protagonist and symbol of a group resisting measures that intend its eradication. The 
street vendors originated in the pre-Hispanic markets, which were based on exchange and 
barter. With the arrival of colonisation in the 16th century, the market took on a new role 
as a symbol of commercial power. In an 18th century oil painting depicting an urban view 
of daily life in Mexico, the Plaza Mayor (Zócalo), where the Market was located, can be 
seen. The painting shows a hierarchical socio-spatial organisation with the market as a 
fixed and symbolic structure in the centre of the Zocalo. Not so far away, it is possible to 
observe evidence of stalls and tables that were used by the bastimientos market and the flea 
market which were meeting and supply places for the low-income population. However, 
at the end of the 18th century, this activity began to be seen as an urban disease. For this 
reason, a transformation of commercial activities began. This included the intention of 
replacing these irregular market stalls with official markets. Despite this, the lack of 
infrastructure and cultural predilection for open-air markets allowed street workers to 
persist in the urban landscape of the city (Barbosa Cruz, 2008). From the 19th century, 
street vendors began to pay for governmental licences, as well as fees for occupying open-
air spaces. During the decade of revolution at the beginning of the 20th century, there 
were interruptions in the collection of taxes. This and other factors allowed for the 
proliferation of street stalls as this activity was a strategy of subsistence.  
 
After the Mexican revolution, street vendors began to actively participate in the city’s 
policies in keeping with the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) project of national 
unity of the 1940s. The objective was the integration of all social forces into the official 
party through the creation of organisations and groups associated with the party’s 
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structure. For this reason, the PRI was structured through several sectors, including the 
“Popular sector” in which the associations of street vendors were integrated. This fact 
legitimised street vendors within the territory.  
 
In the ’50s and ’60s, policies encouraging civil associations were implemented, these 
groups were obligated to join the PRI and support political actions arranged by the party. 
Through this strategy, street sellers were forced to go through an organisation to obtain 
a vending permit. Throughout these decades, street vending was severely repressed. In 
1951, a new regulation for street vending was approved. This measure regulated ambulant 
stalls through the market office of the City's treasury department and established a special 
vending zone. However, the rules only prohibited stalls in Zocalo and within three metres 
of a street corner, and forbade traffic obstructions. However, in 1953, this regulation was 
used to  clear the city centre of 2,100 vendors, requiring them to relocate to a recently 
constructed market (Cross, 1998)107. At the beginning of the 1980s, the idea arose that the 
sidewalks of Mexico City had value and thus the leaders of the street vendors became 
actively involved in local politics (Meneses, 2008). In addition, the impression that these 
street vendors were part of a much broader network of businesses and illegal activities led 
to quarrels between politicians, leaders and street vendors. These facts, alongside the 
strengthening of other political parties, enabled democratisation at national and local 
levels, weakening the political structure that had been maintained for some decades. In 
addition, the crisis in Mexican industry, as well as rising unemployment in the formal 
sector, facilitated a growing number of street vendors who traded Chinese products on a 
massive scale.  
 
After the disestablishment of the PRI and the recognition of the HCMC as a world 
heritage site by UNESCO in 1987, a policy of urban transformation of the Historic Centre 
was initiated in the '90s which included the eviction of street vendors. In 1992, the 
construction of 27 popular commerce centres led to the relocation of 10,000 street 
vendors (Silva Londoño, 2010, p. 196). Unlike the regulations of the ’50s, this new 
measure changed the construction of markets for popular malls. However, due the 
economic crisis of 1994 and the streets vendors' struggle to adapt to this economic 
modality, the historic centre was filled once again with street vendors (ibid). From then 
on, the local government initiated a long-term legal strategy for removing street vendors 
from the HCMC. Protected by the Criminal Code of the Federal District (1997) and the 

                                                
107 In fact, the regulations were applied the entire city, therefore between 1953 and 1966 a total of 174 markets were 
constructed to house more than 52,000 vendors. During those year the cleansing of street vendors was reflected in the 
numbers of market constructed this period, which increased from 44 market to 200 (ibid). 
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Law of Civic Culture of the Federal District (2004), local government started relocating 
street vendors to commercial plazas with programs and strategies, such as the Popular 
Trade Improvement Program (1992–1993) and the Reorganisation Program for the 
Commerce in Public Space (2007). 
 
Negotiations in 2007 led to the removal of 20,000 street vendors, freeing the public space 
of almost 200 blocks of public space in the Monuments Zone of Perimeter A; they were 
relocated to 48 properties that had been acquired by the Federal District (now Mexico 
City) in order to be converted into commercial plazas (UNESCO México, 2016, p. 8). 
However, this did not mean that popular organisations lost all their political power since 
their leaders had attended all negotiations over public space, and therefore continued to 
be affiliated to political parties as groups and individuals. Some of the programs prior to 
2007 did not succeed in evicting street vendors, since a large number of the merchants 
relocated into malls simply returned to the streets within a few months.  
 
However, the 2007 program has achieved its objective in so far that Perimeter A has 
remained more or less free from fixed and semi-fixed stalls, although, it is still possible to 
observe “toreros” on the streets. Nevertheless, in Perimeter B, especially in the Northeast 
sector and the surroundings of the La Merced Market, there are still fixed and semi-fixed 
street vending structures that continue to take up space on streets and entire squares. On 
the one hand, their continued presence can be explained by the fact that street vending is 
an activity which generates the greatest number of jobs and resources in the country. On 
the other hand, it can also be explained by the complicity networks between sellers and 
leaders which help organise, resist and negotiate spaces with the local government. The 
occupation of space is varied and determined by types of structures, such as fixed stalls, 
semifixed stalls and itinerant stalls (toreros and food vendors for instance), as well as 
seasonal variety – at Christmas, for example, occupation is at is most dense with a wide 
range of products. In addition, they are constantly restructuring the forms of occupation 
of the space which requires a high level of coordination and complex structural 
organisation. The photographs below during were taken during field work in March 2016, 
and show the northeast area where it is possible to observe the different urban landscapes 
created by street vendor occupation.  
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4.D.5 Crime and Delinquency 

According to the Management Plan for the Historic Centre (2017-2022), the area's 
insecurity has been caused by the collapse of urban life that once took place in the 
territory. It is also due to the lack of security on the streets, poor lighting and lack of 
vigilance. These factors make it easier to be assaulted, especially in the north of the 
territory. Likewise, according to this plan, street commerce promotes the insecurity of 
people. However, as we have seen in previous sections of urban development, the sense 
of insecurity and crime have been perceived since colonial times, the era in which forms 
and organization of crime control began. 
 
According to a study carried out by the National Citizen Observatory (Observatorio de 
la Ciudad de México, 2017), where the ten high-impact crimes108 in Mexico City were 
analysed, the delegations of Cuauhtémoc and Venustiano Carranza have the highest rates109  
in five out of ten crimes analysed. The delegation of Cuauhtémoc (idem, p. 55) had the 
highest number of violent robberies (700.28 %), burglary (906.74 %) and rape (9.05 %); 
in all three cases these figures far exceeded the national levels. The delegation of 
Venustiano Carranza (idem, p.64) headed the rankings of culpable homicide (24.77%) and 
intentional homicide (21.64%), and holds one of the highest positions for assaulting, 
kidnapping, business robbery and pedestrian theft. 
 
At a local level, the highest frequency of robberies can be found in the Colonias of Centro, 
Guerrero and Morelos. Other clusters that have a high number of robberies are the 
Obrero-Centro, Buena Vista and Juárez, as well as Tabacalera and Santa María la Ribera 
(Fuentes Flores & Sánchez Salinas, 2017, p. 436). While the streets conceived as more 
dangerous in terms of pedestrian theft are: Eje 1 Norte, Balderas, Arcos de Belén, Eje 1 Oriente 
and San Pablo (Salazar, 2017). It is striking that most of these streets are large roads that 
surround the area of the historic centre, two of them are located in the West, one in the 
North, and three in the East. According to the map of insecurity in Mexico City between 
2012 to 2016  (Valle, 2016), other crime hot-spots in the area are certain sections of the 
metro system that connect to major landmarks, such as the Zócalo and Templo Mayor, as 
well as the areas of Lagunilla and Tepito. Contrary to the findings of the Management Plan, 
it seems that the east is more disposed to theft. Intentional homicide is predominant in 
the North (Fig. 4.53), while robbery, both with and without violence, is slightly greater in 
the west (Fig. 4.54).  

                                                
108 Intentional homicide, culpable homicide, abduction, rape, extortion, robbery with/without violence, robbery on the street, robbery 
to commerce, and vehicle theft. 
109 Rates per 100,000 inhabitants. 
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In 2003, the introduction of an effective system of video surveillance coincided with 
Carlos Slim's purchasing of several properties (Micheli & Islas, 2015, p. 31).  In 2010, due 
to the extension of the entrepreneur's properties, the system extended to Perimeter B, 
especially towards Alameda Central and the surrounding blocks. (idem, p.32). In 2015, 
the centre had 228 security cameras, these were placed in the corners of the HCMC with 
the highest levels and evidence of risk of crime. In addition the blocks near to the main 
square of the city are protected by police (ibid).  In this way, the video surveillance system 
favours private initiative and focuses on only a small area of the territory. Moreover, the 
measures applied to strengthen tourism in the area have led to a tourism training program 
for auxiliary police in the historic centre (Secretaria de Seguridad Pública, 2017, p. 111). 
Again, the measures taken are in favour of a minority group and a territory with a smaller 
number of inhabitants. 
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Tab. 4.1 Cuauhtémoc High-Impact Crimes 

Adapted from: Observatorio de la Ciudad de México, 2017, p. 55 
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5 
 

288,79 
 

1201 

Robbery with Violence 
 

5 
 

88,56 
 

360 

Robbery without Violence 
 

7 
 

312,60 
 

1300 

Extortion 
 

7 
 

5,29 
 

22 

Vehicle Theft 
 

12 
 

92,82 
 

386 
Tab. 4.2 Venustiano Carrazan High-Impact Crimes  

Adapted from: Observatorio de la Ciudad de México, 2017, p. 64 
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Fig. 4.51 Intentional Homicide, 2013-2016 
Source: www.hoyodecrimen.com  

Fig. 4.52 Robbery at the Street, 2013-2016 
Source: www.hoyodecrimen.com  
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4.D.6 Public Transport and Road Traffic 

Among the mobility problems facing the historic centre are high traffic congestion, a 

disorganised public transport system, lack of pedestrian space, despite its daily use by two 

million visitors-, etc. 

 

The problem of traffic congestion is caused by deficiencies in the city's route system, 70% 

of the traffic that reaches the historic centre is only passing through (Delgadillo, 2011, p. 

427).  Road congestion derives from the enormous commercial activity that involves a 

constant loading and unloading of merchandise, as well as the informal commerce that 

occupies the public road, mostly to the northeast of the area (ibid) (Fig. 4.55). 

 

By the end of 2012, the number of motor vehicles that travel daily through the first square 

had been reduced by 20% (from 70,000 to 55,000). One of the problems is the inefficiency 

of the micro-bus system where the average service occupancy is 25% and up to 50% of 

maximum occupancy (Autoridad del Centro Histórico, 2011, p. 98). Furthermore, the low 

number of vehicles with low occupancy accentuates the slowness of the routes, the 

competition between units to capture as many users as possible, and the constant stops 

(ibid). 

 

In addition, the Historic Centre functions as a political space and is often the site of 

marches, protests and rallies. It is worth mentioning that since the 2000s, the Zócalo as a 

large open space in the city has become a commodity to exploit for political purposes, 

where some political groups (PRI senators and PAN deputies) point out the shameful 

uses to which this space is given nowadays, such as circuses, fairs, musical events, ice rinks 

and others (Ruiz, 2017, p. 95) (Fig. 4.56).  

 

On the one hand, these activities prevent protests from reaching the most emblematic 

place of power (Fig. 4.57), on the other hand, these activities interrupt several streets (Fig. 

4.58), adding to the traffic and pollution already caused by the events that they host. For 

example in 2016, a total of 3,130 social mobilizations took place with the participation of 

413,958 people (UNESCO México, 2016, p. 144); an average of 8 social mobilizations 

per day.   
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Fig. 4.53 Traffic Road in the North
LH, 2016

Fig. 4.54 Occupation of the Zócalo for Events 
LH, 2016 

Fig. 4.55 Protests of Movimiento de los 400 pueblos 
LH, 2016 

Fig. 4.56 Security Point for the Event of the Pope in the Zócalo 
LH, 2016 
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Fig. 4.57 Plan of Public Transport in HCMC 
Adapted from: Autoridad del Centro 
Histórico, 2011, pp. 38-39  17171711717171717171771717771771 9999999999999999

 
Currently, the territory has five 

metro lines with 18 stations, bus 

routes, trolleybuses, minibuses, 

taxis (including pedicabs) and 

bicycles. Between 2000 and 2018, 

the use of bicycles was promoted 

and a new public transport system 

was designed. In addition, the old 

trolleybus line was rehabilitated; of 

special relevance was the 

introduction of Line 4 to the 

metrobus system, which allows 

access to the airport to the east 

and has a length of 28 km in a 

bidirectional circuit. It transports 

60,000 users every day. A system 

of 135 hybrid bicycles, four bicycle 

lanes was also created, and 30 

stations of the Ecobici bicycle 

rental system have been installed 

with an electric taxi system with 20 

units. One of the last solutions 

presented, was to create new bus 

routes with the support of the 

Secretary of Mobility (SEMOVI) 

and the Public Space Authority. 

Like other implemented measures, 

these new routes seem to have 

been implemented to favour the 

same territory again while 

excluding the more occupied 

residential area. 
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5 Cinematographic City 

The aim of this chapter is to identify the places of memory—spatial practices and physical 

spaces—promoted by films from 1919 to 1995, especially those of popular groups. I then 

analyse the social and visual characteristics of these spaces. 

 

As the particular interest of this research lies in the transmission of memory, these places 

will be analysed using specific time frames. According Walter Benjamin:  
 

During long periods of history, the mode of human perception changes with humanity’s 

entire mode of existence. The manner in which human sense is organized, the medium 

in which it is accomplished is determined not only by nature but by historical 
circumstances as well. (2010, p. 19).  

 

Due to these changes, places of memory are contextualized by the history of the city at 

the time, as well as by the context of the film industry and the film styles of different 

periods.  

 

Thus the following chapter is structured in three main parts. The first covers the different 

historical periods of the cinema industry. Through these I establish the narratives that 

guided the films and their general characteristics. Economic needs, as well as social and 

political contexts, affected the selection of places for the recording of the films. Thus, 

through the selection of films and the use of mapping, various places are located and 

identified, as well as their connection with economic and political power. This process 

also allows me to observe the constructed meanings placed on urban landscapes. It is 

worth noting that, although group plans of the films are highlighted here by time, 

individual maps were also made, which can be consulted in the Appendix. 

 

The second part describes the places related to everyday life and commerce, identifying 

various architectural typologies typical of popular groups. The visual and social 

characteristics of these spaces are revealed, as well as spatial practices, through the use of 

frames and images from different periods.  

 

The third part, titled ‘places of power’, identifies those places that stand out for their 

visions of historical, political and economic dominance, focussing on places promoted 

mainly as hegemonic institutions, some with features of monumentality. Following the 

same methodology, frames and images are again incorporated in the research. 
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 The Duality of the City 

The places of popular groups usually appear in films in the midst of the contrasts of the 

city. The social and visual characteristics of spaces are defined through this contrast 

between self and other. According to the French poet Charles Pierre Baudelaire, 

modernity incorporated a new sense of aesthetics compared to the past (Călinescu, 1987, 

pp. 46–58), and with the evolution of the city these points of comparison change or 

acquire new meanings (ibid). However, they maintain references implanted as places of 

memory. Below are four major historical periods of Mexican cinematography that allow 

me to make an initial approximation of these places. 

 
5.A.1 First decades of Fiction Films: Rural and Urban Contrasts 

From 1877–1880 and 1884–1911, the government of President José de la Cruz Porfirio 

Díaz Mori delivered progress by giving the economic and political system to the Mexican 

elite and foreigners who arrived to invest their capital in the country. In the process of 

constructing a cosmopolitan image, everyday life experienced substantial transformations 

with the implementation of new urban projects (with visions of expanding public 

hygiene), the opening of department stores and the arrival of the cinema industry. At this 

time, important changes in the social fabric also occured.  

 

Claude Ferdinand Von Bernard and Gabriel Veyre, sent by the Lumière brothers, arrived 

in Mexico City in 1896. The first cinematographic show took place at the Castillo de 

Chapultepec,73 although the city had already encountered moving images a year before this, 

with Thomas Alva Edison’s Kinetoscope (C. Mora, 2005, p. 3). In 1896, the first screening 

to the general public was presented at Plateros Street 42 (today Francisco Madero Street) 

(Sánchez, 2002). Later, in 1906, the Salon Rojo was inaugurated as the first cinematic salon. 

At the foundation of cinematography in Mexico City, several salons emerged which would 

reach all social classes and even create hierarchies. 

 

From the beginning of the 20th century, cinema attracted a popular crowd. The 

disadvantaged sector of society was growing steadily due to the policies and measures of 

                                                
73 A castle located on the Chapultepec Park. It was built during the colonial period as a summer house for the viceroy. 
Howerver, after its construction had several uses including the official residence for the presidents of the country. Since 
the ‘40s is used as the National Museum of History.  
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Porfirio’s government, which promoted industrial development. An industrial proletariat 

therefore emerged (C. Mora, 2005, p. 8). In the first years of fiction cinema, Mexican 

intellectuals considered moving images to be made for inferior social classes, and films 

were considered vulgar entertainment for the popular (lower and working) classes (García 

Riera, 1999, p. 29).  

 

This moralistic vision of cinema and corresponding regulatory measures were supported 

by the government of President Francisco Madero (1911–1913). The authorities named 

inspectors for monitoring the hygiene of cinema screening rooms as well as to control 

moral content and spectator reactions; for instance, the government reproved the fact 

that the audiences applauded theft scenes (García Riera, 1999, p. 32). In 1919 more severe 

regulations began, with censorship regulations. These would remain (with some 

subsequent modifications) until the law was changed in 1949. 

 

Initially, the city council was asked for permission to install tents and jacalones74 in the city 

squares to exhibit cinematographic views, allowing them to spread images amongst the 

popular groups (Leal & Barraza, 2015). During the first decades of the 20th century, urban 

plans implemented in the squares removed the tents and the jacalones. However, modest 

public establishments called neighbourhood theatres or second-class theatres arose.  

 

Later a large number of cinemas emerged, which marked the urban landscape of the 

Centre. Many of them remain in the memory of their inhabitants. For example, the Cinema 
Metropolitan, that today is used as a theatre hall, or the disappeared Cinema Goya, a popular 

cinema used as a meeting point for students, located in the north of the territory. 

 

The city centre would appear in cinematographic views from the earliest years of cinema, 

especially in documentary form. The Plaza de Armas was filmed for the first time by Veyre 

in the Fiestas Presidenciales on September 16, 1896 (Leal, 2015, p. 39). In the following years 

the envoys of Edison would also record the Plaza, capturing the movements of the 

population (ibid). Two years later, in 1898, the Mexican filmmaker Salvador Toscano 

made a cinematic aerial view of the main square called Zócalo. These early films focused 

mostly on civic celebrations, parties, and parades, usually on commemorative dates.  

 

                                                
74 Wood and canvas constructions similar to circus tents. 
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The places registered in the HCMC recurred among those mentioned, such as Zócalo, 

Alameda, Plateros75 Street and del Empedradillo76 Street, where the parades—some rural—

and daily life were recorded.  

 

During the Porfiriato period, the first images were recorded in the most popular 

neighbourhoods, such as the Barrio de San Sebastián, Barrio de Palma77 and Tepito. For 

instance, in 1905 the Alva brothers filmed the view of the kermes78 in the Jardín del Carmen 

(a square now known as Plaza del Estudiante), the Plaza frente a la Iglesia de San Francisco de 

Asís, registered in 1899, and the floodgates of Santo Tomas in La Merced around 1890. 

Filming everyday life, Edison’s team shot a scene in a market in 1897, where they recorded 

the multitude of indigenous people and mestizos coming and going through the square 

(Leal, 2015, p. 223). In the southwest, registered by Salvador Toscano in 1907, the Barrio 
de San Juan was immortalized by images of the daily life of the place, the market and the 

fountain del Salto de Agua.79 That is to say that from the earliest film images of cinema in 

Mexico City, there was an interest in popular neighbourhoods, and with the 

implementation of jacalones there was also interest from popular groups in watching the 

films.    

 

According to Mexican historian Emilio García Riera, the initial approaches to fiction film 

were made by the French filmmaker Gabriel Veyre, who reconstructed a duel with pistols 

between two deputies in Chapultepec in 1896. However, the first film with an ambitious 

argument about Mexico was made in 1907, with the creation of the nationalist film El 

grito de Dolores, directed by Felipe de Jesús Haro.  

 

Silent films gave birth to two characters that will accompany the history of Mexican films: 

on the one hand, the first version of the sinful woman in Santa (1918), directed by Luis 

Peredo. On the other hand, the thugsm in El automovil gris (1919) by Enrique Rosas—

which was the most famous film of the time and was made up of 12 episodes. It is worth 

mentioning that from this time it is impossible to have a complete picture of the film 

                                                
75 Today known as Francisco Madero Street. 
76 Today known as Monte de Piedad Street. 
77 Today know as Barrio La Merced. 
78 Popular open-air party where there are fair and attractions. Sometimes for charity purposes. 
79 Fountain built in 1779 was part of an aqueduct that the Aqueduct of the Salto de Agua which had 900 arches and its 
origin near Chapultepec. At the end of the 19th century, part of this aqueduct collapsed and was replaced by 
underground pipes. 
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industry due to the loss of a great number of films in the fire that took place in Cineteca 

Nacional80 in 1982.81 

 

However, most of the films produced during the first decade of Mexican cinema involved 

the rural areas of the country, due to the Mexican revolution82 and emergence of the film 

genre of rancheras.83 The films produced in this context were influenced both artistically 

and intellectually by Hollywood cinema, and by Italian and French films (García Riera, 

1999, p. 54). This produced three basic generic branches: melodrama, comedy, and 

adventure (ibid). It is worth mentioning that Mexican film and art was also influenced by 

the arrival of the famous Soviet director Serguei Mikhailovich Eisenstein and his 

collaborators.84 

 

From these first decades I have selected six films with completely different stories. These 

reflect my search to define the idea of the urban, advancing and (sometimes) contrasting 

this sphere with the rural and the provincial. These films are essentially read through their 

architectures, customs and the significance related to them. As mentioned in Chapter 3,85 

the films were selected from a series of characters repeated continuously in Mexican 

cinema, some of which were generated during this time. The selected films are: El automovíl 

gris (The Grey Car) (E. Rosas, 1919), Santa (Moreno, 1932),  Los muertos hablan (The Dead 

Speak) (Soria, 1935), La mancha de sangre (The Blood Stain) (Best-Maugard, 1937) and 

Perjura (Perjure) (Sevilla, 1938).  

 

From these six films I detected 32 different places,86 most of them related to public 

institutions. In terms of typology, as it is possible to observe in the Fig. 5.1, a large 

proportion of the places of memory are streets. These and cultural sites are located in the 

west.  

 

                                                
80Governmental Institution dedicated to the preservation, cataloging, exhibition and diffusion of cinema in Mexico. 
81 Nevertheless, Luis Reyes de la Maza 1968) carried out a reconstruction based on journalistic sources from the time, 
and his publications are the main source of information of that time.   
82 The Mexican revolution started around 1910, therefore a great number of documentaries about the fight and war 
were produced in the rural context, therefore the production of Mexican fiction films was extremely modest. 
83 One the main genres of Mexican Film was born with the classic Allá en el Rancho Grande (1936) directed by Fernando 
Fuentes. This film proposed a formula of ranch melodramas in a rural environment. 
84 By that time Eisenstein had already made his key films of the new socialist cinema. Eisenstein toured Mexico and 
filmed parts of what would be a vast fresco about the country, presenting their landscape, festivals and folklore. 
Eisenstein could not finish or mount his work; his sponsor the North American Upton Sinclair, frightening by the 
expenses and on his socialist inclinations, retire the economic support and the cinematographic material. 
85 Please see page 96. 
86 Please see Appendices with the maps of each film.  
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According to the selected films, areas that house popular groups are found predominantly 

on the outskirts of the city, surrounded by a more rural environment. Essentially these 

films suggest that these areas were occupied mostly by provincial people who arrived in 

the capital looking for a better future. For example, Santa in Santa (Moreno, 1932) who is 

despised by her family and is looking for a job.  

 

Others, like the criminals in El automovíl gris (E. Rosas, 1919), mostly from a provincial 

background as the film suggests, occupied vencidades in the outskirts of the city. These 

films do not specify particular areas of the city, but through the images is possible to 

observe the difference between the formal urbanized area and the edges of the growing 

city. However, the film Perjura (Sevilla, 1938) provides a first glimpse of the memory of 

the Centre, specifically the popular barrios of Guerrero, Peralvillo and Santa María.  

 

The films in this group also evidence other specific places, such as Garibaldi square and 

Alameda Park, as spaces of popular leisure. Alameda Park is repeated twice, the first time 

in the film Santa (Moreno, 1932) as an oral evocation, and briefly in a police chase in Los 
Muertos Hablan (Soria, 1935). 

 

The places of popular groups appear on film most of the time without an exact, defined 

geographical location. Usually they are associated with the barrios, and they provide great 

information about the social and visual characteristics of these sites, which will allow me 

to characterize them as places of memory.  
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Fig. 5.1 Graphic with the Proportion of Places by Type in the First Decades of Mexican Cinema 

             LH 

 

 

Furthermore, spaces linked to the idea of power are often sites of punishment and order, 

such as the police station, prison and military quarters, but also hospitals. While an idea 

of punishment exists in most films, there is an awareness that the city not only exists, but 

also contaminates society, particularly for those with a provincial background. The city 

turns Santa in a cabaret performer in Santa (Moreno, 1932), the country student Eduardo 

Molina into a thief in Los muertos hablan (Soria, 1935), and the naïve provincial Guillermo 

into a criminal in Mancha de sangre (Best-Maugard, 1937). 

 

The area defined as traditional by the films is reflected in the map (Fig. 5.2). Through this 

it is possible to see that these sites are positioned beyond the limits of the current 

perimeters of the HCMC. Most places are outside the current perimeter A. Most of the 

sites are located to the west, i.e. the east is excluded as an area of memory. 
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Fig. 5.2 Map of the Detected Places of memory during the First Decades of Mexican Cinema 
LH 
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5.A.2 From the 1940s to the 1950s: Contrasting Tradition with Modernity 

This era of Mexican cinema is known as the Golden Age. It is important to note that 

scholars and historians87 do not agree on a specific date for this era; however, the 1940s 

certainly coincided with prosperity and economic growth in Mexico City, and with a 

significant increase in the number of films made. This allowed extensive use of the city as 

a reference point for filmic stories and characters. 

 

At this time, the State also became interested in cinema, which was the sixth most 

important economic industry in Mexico. With the objective of promoting government 

ideas through cinema, in 1939, CLASA studios (Cinematográfico Latino America, S.A.) 

was created. Similarly, in 1942, the Banco Cinematográfico, SA (Cinematographic Bank) was 

created, on the initiative of the Bank of Mexico. The bank was nationalized in 1947 

(García Riera, 1999, p. 123). This established a solid base of state funding for films.  

 

During these years, conservative ideas were expressed mostly through the ranchero genre, 

while political issues were covered by satires of Mexican political life or nostalgic versions 

of Porfirio Díaz’ government (García Riera, 1999, pp. 104–106). Melodrama focused on 

the immoral condition of the great city, and abundant cabaret films were made. 

 

The growth of the industry led directly to a proliferation of new directors. Between 1941 

and 1945, 41 new directors debuted in Mexican cinema, among them Julio Bracho and 

Alejandro Galindo, making films with urban and social themes. These years were 

significant for melodramas, which increased in number, and 70% of the films were set in 

an urban context (García Riera, 1999, p. 130).  

 

During the presidency of Miguel Aléman (1946–1952), the country’s economic 

development accelerated. Industry and related services grew, and a large part of the 

population moved to the cities, especially to Mexico City. With this development, the 

number of workers grew, forming a new and massive middle class. This growth was 

reflected in the number of urban films made, which increased by 13% between 1946 and 

1950 (idem, p. 153). The number of melodramas also grew, most of them representing 

the dangers of modern life, including ambition and erosion of the family structure. 

                                                
87 For example, Carlos Monsiváis (Monsiváis, 2006)  from 1935 to 1955; Emilio Garcia Riera (1999) from 1941to 1945; 
Carl J. Mora (2004) from 1947 -1959. 
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Looking into different family-themed melodramas, one famous (almost mythical) film is 

Nosotros, los pobres (1948) directed by Ismael Rodríguez. The subject of the film is a family 

composed of Pepe (“El toro”), his daughter and his mother. This film aspired to create a 

faithful portrait of the world of the poor. Most of these films had an urban setting, and 

the Centre was particularly used to show melodramas and comedies describing the 

vicissitudes of the lower classes. According to these movies, the poor suffered serious 

material shortages and horrible misfortunes, but they had more fun and had more 

authentic feelings than the sad and boring upper class. That is to say, the films served to 

reassure the poor about their status. Another genre of film was the typical melodrama, 

which affirmed the abominable fate of its heroine, while exalting cabaret, creating a 

conventional replica of the real cabarets that proliferated at that time in Mexico City 

(García Riera, 1999, p. 154). Political and indigenous issues were also presented from the 

film’s point of view.  

 

There were also important foreign influences on Mexican cinema during the 1940s; for 

example, the Spanish director Luis Buñuel began his career in Mexican cinema in 1946. 

One well-known film made during his Mexican experience is Los Olvidados (1951). In this 

production he established a more serious melodrama, whose characters embodied the 

good and bad in human nature.  

 

Around the middle of the 20th century, the identity of cinema stabilized as a show 

satisfying audiences’ massive need for entertainment; viewers with fewer economic 

resources particularly preferred fictional films (Noble, 2005, p. 8). At this time, a celebrity 

system also grew prominent in Mexican cinema.88 However, the boom of the film industry 

affected Mexican cinema production during 1950s. As the stars’ salaries became higher, 

this led directors to reduce costs in terms of production time. Production was also limited 

by union intervention that worked to protect established directors, and therefore 

diminished the number of new directors in the industry (García Riera, 1999, p. 150).  

 

In order to sustain the film industry, directors used tried-and-tested formulas and reduced 

production time. The quality, originality and creativity of the films was directly affected 

                                                
88 Among them were the actors Tintan, Cantinflas, Jorge Negrete, María Félix, Arturo de Córdova, Dolores del Río 
and Pedro Armendáriz.    
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(ibid),89 as stories were repeated. Besides, these stories secured financial support from the 

Banco Cinematrográfico. The damaged situation of the industry was aggravated by other facts, 

among them the arrival of television, transmitted for the first time in 1950.  

 

Under the government of Adolfo Ruiz Cortines (1952-58) the regent of Mexico City, 

Ernesto P. Uruchurtu (1952–1966), repressed populist cabarets and ficheras.90 Cabarets 

employing ficheras had to close at one o’clock at night, and prostitutes were persecuted 

(Aviña, 2000, p. 52). These measures extended to the big screen, and the government 

imposed film censorship which prohibited attacks on morals, modesty, decency and good 

manners (ibid). Consequently, suburban and cabaret cinema suffered a drastic change and 

this reduced film production. 

 

Two common themes of melodramas during those years were the aspiration to escape 

misery, and social upheaval in the middle class. Due to this, the urban landscapes of the 

films tended to be located outside the Centre. When the Centre was used, it generally 

showed the construction of new buildings in the Alameda area or the misery of poor 

historical neighbourhoods. Yet the cinema of this time is rich in the imaginary of the city. 

Carlos Monsiváis (1995) argues that the public of the golden age imitated the cinema and 

brought its situations, characters and emotions into their daily lives. Film at this time 

favoured the gestation of identity through the abundant construction of symbols, which 

connected to various buildings to create a form of iconographic knowledge (Silva 

Escobar, 2011, p. 23). This promoted a transformation in the Mexican social imaginary, 

modifying a culture predetermined by Hispanic values into a mestizo culture. Strong 

rootedness in the spectator produced cultural changes, forging a popular canon and 

initiating a symbiosis between the screen and the real world (idem, p. 24). 

 

The films presented below construct an urban imaginary of modernity that is at times 

hopeful, but above all cruel, malicious and detached. This popular idea is fixed by a set of 

signs anchored to places of memory: social spaces (vecindades, cabarets, cantinas, public 

transport, markets, etc.) and cultural practices (festivities, washing clothes, dancing, etc.). 

                                                
89 These movies were called churros.  
90 A woman who works at bars and dances with the clients or accompanies them in exchange for a payment with Fichas 
(coins) that are acquired in the same place. Sometimes their work included sexual favors.  
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Stereotypes inherited from the previous epoch are reconstructed and new tropes are 

constructed by connecting urban life and architecture to certain types of activities. 

 

In these films, modernity represents the rejection of tradition, and popular classes and 

their places of memory are captured through three ideas: 

1. The modern attitude constitutes new urban ways of living and travelling. 

2. Contrasts and ruptures create misery, marginalising those who cannot adapt to 

modernity. 

3. Progressive searching breaks established (honourable) old rules, and threatens to 

corrupt those who are part of the modern system. 

 

From this period, I have chosen 21 films: Nosotros, los pobres (We, the poor) (I. Rodríguez, 

1948), Ángeles de arrabal (Angels of the Arrabal) (Anda, 1949), En la palma de tu mano (In 

the Palm of Your Hand) (Gavaldón, 1951), Los olvidados (The Young and the Damned) 

(Buñuel, 1951), Las abandonadas (The abandoned) (E. Fernández, 1945), Vagabunda 

(Tramp) (Morayta, 1950), Salón México (Fernández, 1949), Trotacalles (Streetwalker) 

(Landeta, 1951), Ropavejero (Gómez Muriel, 1947), Campeón sin corona (Champion Whitout 

a Crown) (Galindo, 1946), El revoltoso (The Rebellious) (Martínez Solares, 1951), El camino 

de la vida (The Road of Life) (Corona Blake, 1956), Mil estudiantes y una muchacha (Bustillo 

Oro, 1942), Distino amanecer (Another Dawn) (Bracho, 1943), La mujer que engañamos 

(Gómez Landero, 1945), Crepúsculo (Twilight) (Bracho, 1945), Río Escondido (Fernández, 

1948), ¡Esquina Bajan…! (Corner Stop) (Galindo, 1948), La ilusión viaja en tranvía (Illusion 

Travels by Streetcar) (Buñuel, 1954), Dos mundos y un amor (Crevenna, 1954), and Del brazo 

y por la calle (Arm in Arm Down the Street) (Bustillo Oro, 1956). 

 

I have identified 182 key locations within these films, of which 92 are different. It is 

important to mention that the selected sites are not delimited by the territory imposed in 

the 1980s and currently known as the Historical Centre of Mexico City. The selected 

places therefore operate within the dialectic of tradition and modernity: The Centre is not 

a specific territory but rather takes the form of a being or a group. As Halbwachs claims, 

in the space of collective memory, “What is involved is no mere harmony and physical 

congruence between place and person. Rather, each object appropriately placed in the 

whole recalls a way of life common to many men” ([1950]1980, p. 129).  
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Most of the locations used or mentioned in the films are streets. Many of the films begin 

with a message of modernity, showing the city on the rise, in contrast to the popular 

environment. For this purpose, the filmmakers use streets and avenues with thriving 

traffic, full of automobiles. Many streets show buildings under construction or large 

modern buildings such as the Guardiola Building, La Nacional Building and Torre 

Latinoamericana. Special attention is given to the Juárez avenue, which appears in at least 

10 of the 21 films. Other common locations carry this message, such as Reforma Avenue 

and the Eje Central. The atmosphere of the popular group is frequently represented 

through stage design, but is always connected to the idea of barrio. 

 

To represent the neuralgic point of modernity, the Zócalo is used, where the cathedral, the 

National Palace and the Government Buildings of the City are usually shown. Among 

these, the most-used element is the cathedral, which is usually shown at the beginning of 

the city to illustrate the film’s location, a recognizable landmark identifying Mexico City. 

Linked to this idea, commercial places appear, spaces that were absent in previous 

decades. During this period, films use department stores, such as the old Portal de 

Mecaderes, and shops such as the Ideal Bakery or Palacio Hierro. Houses in locations regularly 

occupied by upper class characters are often prominent. 

 

Similarly to the previous period, cultural sites are displayed. Monuments and building 

continue to be useful as markers and spatial references, especially Bellas Artes. This 

building becomes an emblematic site on Juaréz Avenue. However, none of the selected 

films depicts interaction with those spaces; rather they are used as background. 

 

On the other hand, to illustrate the tradition linked to popular groups and their customs, 

the films portray the barrios, such as La Merced, La Lagunilla and Nonoalco. Also, directors use 

names of entertainment sites such as real cabarets and canteens, including Salón Mexico 

and Salón Tenampa. Several fictitious shops are also used, without specific names but 

reminiscent of social life, such as the grocery store or café de chinos. Similarly, markets 

occupied and used by popular groups are shown. At this time, the idea of vecindad as a 

place of popular coexistence developed. The courtyards characterize this type of 

architecture. The vecindades are equally anonymous, in the sense that they cannot be 

geographically located, but are always associated with large barrios. 
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Fig. 5.3 Graphic with the Proportion of Places by Type During the 40’s and 50’s 

         LH 
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Fig. 5.4 Map of the Detected Places of memory During the Decades 40's and 50's of Mexican Cinema 
LH 
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In previous decades, street vendors tended to participate as part of city scenes, but not as 

protagonists. However, during this time, workers in the streets emerge as protagonists of 

stories, among them the Ropavejero91 and the Papelerito,92 or as secondary characters such 

as, for example, the Cargadores93 in the market. These characters are associated with 

customs, places and spatial practices, as the films show how these characters pass through 

and use the space. 

 

Likewise, public transport routes allow fusion of modern and traditional elements as they 

move through space. In their interior, popular customs reign as microcosms of the 

markets. 

 

The church in turn becomes a welcoming space for the popular classes, although 

depending on its location, the church can also be associated with the wealthy. 

 

Regarding the conceptual territory of the Centre, locations are distributed spatially inside 

and outside the current perimeters A and B, especially towards the Northwest, in the Santa 

María and Nonoalco areas. Areas whose nature is strongly linked to popular groups and 

barrios are predominantly located towards the north of the territory, except for La Merced 

in the east, and Hidalgo and Romita, located in the south. However, some locations are in 

the centre of the territory, highlighting two large groups of buildings, the first formed by 

the Zócalo and the buildings around it, and the second by the Alameda and nearby buildings. 

 

Another feature of this era is the use of many buildings that have already disappeared, 

such as the old Buenavista train station, completely demolished in 1958, the Mariscala 

Building, and the Hotel Regis, lost in the 1985 earthquake. Other disappeared spaces also 

feature, such as Café Colon and the old Baños Jordan. 

  

                                                
91 Person who buys and sells clothes, trinkets and other recycled tools. 
92 Child street vendors selling or announcing newspapers.   
93 Responsible for carrying the products of the market on their backs from the stall to the place indicated by the buyer. 
Usually a car or bus/metro station.  
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5.A.3 The 1960s and 1970s: Contrasting Old and New Outlooks  

At the end of the 1950s, the crisis in Mexican cinema was not only noticeable for those 

who knew their economic problems, it was also betrayed by a vulgar, routine and tired 

cinema devoid of imagination (García Riera, 1999, pp. 234–235). The number of films 

was significantly reduced, fundamentally due to control over the exhibitors and an 

aversion to ready-made movies. However, this lent space to new criticism, from cultural 

publications such as Revista de la Universidad, Nuevo Cine and Novedades newspapers. These 

publications raised the need for radical change, emphasising the importance of the 

director as the person most responsible for the film. In this context, in the UNAM94 

cinema clubs prospered, ultimately creating the country’s first film school (ibid). New 

mechanisms sought to strengthen independent and experimental cinema. These films 

manage to reflect the new Mexican cultural climate, characterized by worldly vocation and 

the rejection of local limitations (idem, p. 236).  

 

In the 1960s, with the intention of reducing filming costs, directors began to shoot 

outdoor scenes, and this also had the effect of increasing a sense of authenticity. In the 

urban context, examples of this included El hombre de papel (Rodríguez, 1963), directed by 

Ismael Rodríguez. In Mexico this new environmental cinema was predominantly rural. 

 

Serious cases of censorship emerged. For instance, Julio Bracho had to make a large 

number of cuts to Cada quien con su vida (1960) (Ibarra, 2006, p. 153). However, these years 

also opened new cinematographic perspectives, focused on young people, their rebellious 

life, fashions, perdition and redemption. However, films also surrendered to moralist 

commitments, for example Los Caifanes, directed by Juan Ibañez, in which a rich young 

couple, accompanied by a group of thugs, rediscover the exotism of the Centre.  

 

In 1969, during the presidency of Gustavo Díaz Oradaz (1964–1970), two events offered 

very different and opposite images of Mexican reality: on the one hand, the Olympic 

games were celebrated in the country, and on the other, the slaughter of Tlatelolco, 

culminating in the repression of a massive student movement. The works of the new 

independent film directors expressed moral, social and political concerns not common in 

Mexican cinema tradition. Their films also responded to a dialogical and critical 

effervescence, stimulated to a great extent by the events of 1968.  

                                                
94  National Autonomous University of México. 
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As the management of Luis Echeverría Álvarez (1970–1976) was accused of waste, the 

majority of film production returned to private hands. In addition, the Banco Cinematográfico 
Nacional ceased to be a credit source for Mexican cinema. As a result, private producers 

found it very profitable the manufacture a kind of pornographic cinema which García 

Riera calls lépero (1999, p. 306).95 During this decade, the government invested one billion 

pesos in the industry, which allowed improvement of laboratories and distribution 

companies, as well as strengthening the technical and administrative apparatus at the 

national level. During this time films were engaged mainly in portraying the middle class 

(idem, p. 279), so stories mostly took place outside of the historic centre.96  

 

In spite of previous censorship that often prevented a critical approach to political and 

social issues, and the fact that film often echoed a demagogic official rhetoric, new well-

prepared filmmakers were able to convey the complexity and ambiguity of the real social 

environment. The subject of prostitutes abounded in movies of the time, and particular 

attention was given to remakes. For example, Santa (1969) directed by Emilio Gómez 

Muriel, is the fourth version of this movie. There was a vast proliferation of comedies. 

Some films engaged with juvenile idols; others were more erotic.  

 

The films of that time defined the Centre as a deteriorated territory, since in these films 

it no longer elucidated or highlighted modernity; rather they sought, in diverse ways, to 

show the precariousness of conditions in the Centre. They were associated with the 

destruction of diverse areas, like “Herradura de Tugurios”.97 These films reflected 

concerns over the destruction of entire barrios (popular neighbourhoods), the destruction 

of specific buildings, and the expulsion of large populations. For this purpose, the films 

used new protagonists, such as masons in Suerte te dé Dios, garbage collectors in El hombre 

de papel (Rodríguez, 1963), and theatre actors in Tivoli (Isaac, 1975). Due to the reduction 

of the number of films in general, and the themes that emerged, such as youth or the 

focus of the middle classes since the late 1950’s, the number of these films was limited. 

Moreover, in this period, experimental films emerged, but very few of these focused on 

                                                
95 Vulgar, shameless and rude. 
96 However, Castillo de pureza (1973), directed by Arturo Ripstein represent an anomaly. The film deals with a middle-
class family which have been isolated from the exterior of the house for almost two decades. Probably it is this scabrous 
theme which enables to be contextualized in the Historic Center. Nevertheless, I have not included this film for the 
analysis because his characters appeal to madness and is based on a real-life story. And as I mentioned in the 
methodology the films were selected according to a series of characters that met certain characteristics. Yet I believe 
that this film it is worthing to mention.  
97 Please see page 143 for more information. 
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the Centre, and if they did so it was to show a precise space. Due to all these 

aforementioned reasons, the number of films produced in this period that mostly deal 

with the territory and its inhabitants are scarce. Consequently I have selected only 5 films:  

Cada quíen con su vida  ( To Each His Life) (Bracho, 1960), Suerte te dé Dios (Gazcón, 1961), 

El hombre de Papel (The Paper Man) (I. Rodríguez, 1963), Los Caifanes (The Outsiders) 

(Ibáñez, 1967) and Tívoli (Isaac, 1975).  

 

 
Fig. 5.5 Graphic with the Proportion of Places by types During the 60’s and 70’s 

       LH 

 

From this period, I was able to identify 61 places used in the films, of which a little more 

than half, 34 mapped elements, are different. Graphic (Fig. 5.5) shows that most of the 

detected places are streets. This factor is probably due, as I have mentioned, to reducing 

production costs, therefore most of the films were made outside the recording studios. 

This fact is also reflected in the large number of commercial places, which served almost 

as scenery in the backdrop of shots, special attention being paid again to the area near the 

Alameda. A high percentage of government locations also feature, most of which are 

governmental and religious buildings. Rather than just using these as a backdrop, some 

scenes take place inside the government buildings.    
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Fig. 5.6 Map of the Detected Places of memory during the Decades 60's and 70's of Mexican Cinema 
LH 
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At this time, the popular is incarnated in the idea of deterioration. Therefore the barrios 

are mostly connected to the idea of demolition, expressly in the context of new road 

construction, which improved automobile traffic. Sometimes the films refer to specific 

places such as Barrio de Guerrero; in others they use references such as the monument to 

the revolution. As in previous times, popular groups continue to be associated with 

cantinas, cabarets, vecindad and café de chinos. However, most of these places are not 

geographically identifiable. 

 

Regarding the extension of the area percived as traditional and popular, it can be seen that 

the area has been reduced. Popular neighbourhoods such as Guerrero and La Merced 

hardly appear, whereas the sets of buildings near the Zócalo and the Alameda are 

emphasized. 

 

5.A.4 The 1980s and 1990s: Contrasting Deterioration with Solutions 

In 1980 the concept of the Historic Center of Mexico City (HCMC) was constituted, and 

with that it ceased to be simply the Centre and acquired a new name as well as new 

regulations and plans. In general, during these decades the territory acquires 

characteristics of precariousness and solitude. These factors are reflected in the cinema 

industry as well as in the films themselves, films that included some scenes from the 

Historic Centre. Deterioration was mostly the result of factors such as the earthquake of 

1985, and the economic crises of 1982, 1987 and 1994.   

 

On the verge of the six-year term of President Miguel de la Madrid (1982–1988), the 

Mexican Institute of Cinematography was founded by decree. The function of this entity 

was to produce a better cinema totally or partially financed by the state. However, the 

arrival of the Mexican economic crisis imposed serious budgetary restrictions and 

bureaucratic problems (C. Mora, 2005, p. 150).  

 

The city was in crisis, and so was Mexican cinema. In this epoch sexicomedias emerged, 

films with vulgar and picaresque connotations. However, some films addressed everyday 

themes and characters such as truck drivers, street vendors, organ grinders, etc. Few films 

were interested in the Historic Centre as an urban context; their stories took place in other 

neighbourhoods of the city or other Mexican states. In this context, the films El mexicano 

feo (Crevenna, 1984) and Ratas en la ciudad (Trujillo, 1986) both reflected precariousness. 
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El mexicano feo, directed by Alfredo B. Crevenna, aims to reproduce the life of a low-class 

family living in a neighbourhood in economic hardship, located in the Historic Centre. 

This film also seeks to show the idiosyncrasy of an irresponsible male figure, and the 

consequences of his behaviour for the family structure. The second film, directed by 

Valentín Trujillo, shows a provincial father who arrives to the capital in search of benefits 

for him and his son, but finds a dangerous and violent city. In this film, the Historic 

Centre is a place where children become criminals and everyone is in danger. Both films 

show their protagonists attempting to find solutions to their problems; in the first the 

corruption of the government is an escape route, and in the second film, the protagonist 

uses his own resources and further violence to attack his violent environment. 

 

Under the government of Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988–1994), Salinas launched 

economic policies encouraging  massive indebtedness and foreign investment, which led 

to excessive spending by the middle class (Mora, 2005, p.188). At the end of his 

government in 1994, Mexico suffered a serious devaluation of the peso, and entered a 

new and deep economic crisis. In this context, the violent and vulgar cinema collapsed.   

 

However, the earthquake and the economic crises, as well as demographic increases, 

allowed inhabitants to look again at the city, increasing social awareness and with this, a 

remarkable period of cultural production that is also reflected in the themes of Mexican 

cinema (Foster, 2002, p. vii). The constitution of the megapolis brought an explosion of 

cinematic arguments for more intelligent and original manners and ways of life. However, 

Alejandro Pelayo argues that films in the 1990s were formed and influenced by the 

television of the 1980s, which gathered from advertising a much more rapid use of 

language, better technology and resources (Mora, 2005, p. 255).   

 

In this period, the film Lola (1989), directed by Maria Novaro, shows a young woman 

struggling to support her daughter while discovering herself and her sexuality, within an 

urban context of the destruction and other effects of the 1985 earthquake. Sin remitente 

(1995), directed by Jorge Fons and televicine, tells the story of two neighbours: a free-

spirited young woman, Mariana, who searches for her identity in the chaos of the city, 

and an old man, Don Andres, who seeks love. Both of their daily lives show scenes of the 

historic centre. El callejón de los milagros (1995) directed by Jorge Fons, based on a novel by 

Egyptian writer Naguib Mahfouz and adapted to a Mexican context, focusses on the 
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situations of several inhabitants of a vecindad from their various perspectives. This film 

shows the daily life of the Hstoric Centre and its social problems alongside their search 

for solutions, leading them to prostitution and immigration to the United States. 

 

These five selected films: El mexicano feo (The ugly Mexican) (Crevenna, 1984), Ratas de la 

ciudad (Rats of the city) (Trujillo, 1986), Lola (Novaro, 1989), El callejón de los milagros 

(Midaq Alley) (Fons, 1995) and Sin remitente (Sender Unknown) (Carrera, 1995) allow me 

to identify places of popular groups and their variations compared to the preceding 

decades.   

 

From this time, I was able to detect 45 locations used in the films, of which 37 mapped 

elements were different. A great majority (almost 40%) were streets located in two areas, 

the first between Alameda and Zócalo, and the second group near the barrio of La Merced 

(See Fig. 5.7).  

 
Fig. 5.7 Graphic with the proportion of places by types during the 80’s and 90’s 

       LH 

 

In the first group, some streets have already been pedestrianized, such as Motolinia street, 

which appears twice in different films. The first time it appears is in Lola (Novaro, 1989), 

and it is used by Lola and her friends for street vending, as they struggle to maintain 

themselves due to government eviction measures. This site reappears in the middle of the 
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1990s, as the place where Don Rutulio meets his young lover, wearing elegant clothing, 

in the film El Callejón de los milagros (Fons, 1995). 

 

The second group of streets is located near the Church of Santísima Trinidad, where some 

restoration works were carried out between 1976 and 1982 on facades, pavements and 

street lighting. Similarly, on Roldan Street, where rehabilitation work was carried out 

within the project of the Acequia Real del Centro Histórico98 during the 1980s. These streets 

appear in El mexicano feo (Crevenna, 1984) and El callejón de los milagros (Fons, 1995). These 

factors of restoration are also constant in other public spaces shown in these films, such 

as the square in front of the National Art Museum, and the Santo Domingo square, which 

appear in both films. These two places were restored between the projects of 1976 and 

1982. The use of these public spaces as a recording location is probably due to the serious 

economic problems of the time, but without a doubt there is an intention to show spaces 

that have been restored. This idea is supported by the religious buildings also found in 

the restored streets. Despite the limited number of spaces detected, 10% of the locations 

I identify belong to spaces officially referred to as cultural places. 

 

However, the use of real locations is not limited to rehabilitated places. Several 

commercial areas are also used, some of them belonging to popular groups, such as La 

Cantina La Potosina. The first of these is located in the barrio of La Merced and the second 

in the Colonia Obrera. Unlike in previous epochs, the extension of the idea of the 

traditional and historical space is limited to perimeter A, except for the area that extends 

into the Reforma avenue and the Monument of the Revolution, Garibaldi Square and its 

surroundings. These places are identified as tourist areas, but are also, particularly 

Garibaldi, connected to mariachi groups and considered a zone of violence and danger. 

 

  

                                                
98 A project funded by the Mary Street Jenkins Foundation and other organizations that consisted of recovering the 
urban fabric of the Acequia Real by recalling its lacustrine period through the re-creation of canals with water mirrors in 
some streets’ sections in the Historic Center. These channels were buried in 2004 due to deterioration and lack of 
maintenance. 
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Fig. 5.8 Map of the Detected Places of memory During the Decades 80's and 90's of Mexican Cinema 
LH 
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Places of Everyday Life and Commerce 

This section presents those places participing in popular groups’ daily life, where a series 

of meanings are constructed through their interaction with the space. In these areas, 

spatial practices and precise rituals are carried out that transmit with them a series of visual 

and oral codes understood by those who are part of the group. 

 

5.B.1 Public Space 

Public space functions as a place of memory, as streets, alleys and squares become 

reflections of the groups that inhabit them. Memory is embodied in its material 

characteristics, as well as in the uses and functioning of places. In the present section I 

focus on four modes in which the public space becomes a place of memory from a 

cinematic perspective. Public spaces attributed to the popular classes from the perspective 

of the cinematographic image are shown with differentiating visual characteristics. In 

general, these are based on creating a contrast between what is considered popular and 

the concept of modernity in the epoch. The second way in which the public space of 

popular groups is represented is through the use of landmarks, which identify spatial 

practices as well as specific barrios. The third use refers to workers on the street as a form 

of memory. Finally, I look into the use of public transport, assuming a double posture as 

place of memory; both inside the means of transport and through the city’s road network.  

 

5.B.1.1 Opposing Two Worlds 

During the Mexican Revolution, tensions between different counterforces affected the 

Mexican capital, causing malefaction and military occupations. Consequently, search 

warrants were authorized by the government in search of weapons and enemies. This 

context accommodated the operation of a criminal gang. The impact of these crimes in 

the city led to recreations of this story in film.  

 

The film El automovíl gris is a classic of silent Mexican cinema, originally released in 1919. 

In 1933 it was reedited and voiced by Miguel Vigueras to compile it into a single film. 

However, during the editing process, several original parts of the series were lost.99 This 

version is used for the analysis of the present work. The story is based on real robberies 

that took place in Mexico City in 1915.  

                                                
99 During the 50s, taking advantage of technological advances, a re-recording was carried out to improve the quality of 
the samples. In 2016 the Laboratory of Digital Restoration of the Cineteca made a restored version.  
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These crimes were committed by a band of thieves disguised as soldiers, who raided 

houses with false search warrants. In the film, detective Cabrera and Don Vincente 

Gonzalez—one of the victims—are trying to catch the evildoers.  

 

The film is introduced with small text which indicates the veracity of the facts: “The story 

presented here takes place in the same places that were the theatre of the feats, which inspired this argument. 

The scenes of the robberies, the houses where they lived and the sites that were apprehended or spied on by 

the criminal members of the fateful band of El Automovíl Gris are rigorously authentic.”100 

Nevertheless, Carlos R. Martínez (2010, p. 25) argues that although it was based on real 

history, the order of the events was probably changed by cinematographic needs, and 

both the story of the robberies and the persecution of the robbers seem a good excuse to 

show scenes of the city’s landscape.  

 

It is precisely this urban environment which interests me. The focus on opposing the two 

worlds, that of the thieves and that of the unfortunate rich who were assaulted, reveal the 

collective memory of popular groups. These architectures reflect the groups that 

inhabitaited them, contrasting the rural outskirts of the city and the completely urban.  

 

These varied urban scenes show the contexts in which the houses are located, and 

exemplify the urban life of the time. They reveal landscapes and architecture, but also 

reflect social life and economic problems during the revolution. They show both faces of 

the city: on the one hand, richly decorated, clean facades, and on the other hand, dirt and 

gravel roads, ruins and deteriorated facades built with low-quality material.  

 

                                                
100 Own translation. 



 216 

For example, in one of the scenes a 
woman is walking down the street towards 
her house. When she turns the corner, 
thugs are waiting for her inside their car. 
The woman immediately screams for help; 
quickly they take her into the car. Two 
women are near the window, 
embroidering and listening to the lady’s 
cries. The urban environment seems to be 
the ideal context for danger. Even in 
neighbourhoods of high nobility, as 
shown in this scene, the camera pays 
special attention to women who live in the 
area. These women are framed within a 
building whose exterior includes 
decorative elements, indicating the high 
social status of women—this is also 
consistent with their clothing.  
 
The thugs’ operation centre is located in a 
poor rural environment, possibly situated 
on the city’s periphery, formed by dirt 
roads, several vacant lots, and a house 
entrance covered with sheet metal in a 
dilapidated condition. This film’s 
imaginary and created memory of the city 
relies on other types of support, such as 
maps. For example, the search for the 
thugs takes the police to Granda’s office, 
where an agent displays a map where all the 
assaulted houses are marked. The close-up 
shot of the map makes it possible to visibly 
distinguish the location of the assaulted 
houses, which are mostly found in the west 
of the HCMC, highlighting a kind of 
invisible and memorial border between 
poor and rich areas.  

Fig. 5.9 Elegant Women 
El automovil gris (Rosas,1919) 

Fig. 5.10 Thugs’ operation centre 
El automovíl gris (Rosas, 1919) 
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Fig. 5.11 A Map of the Houses that were Assaulted 
El automovíl gris (Rosas, 1919) 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This opposition of environments is shared by the film Santa (1931), directed by Antonio 

Moreno.101 Santa literally gave voice for the very first time to provincial women recently 

arrived in the capital, who due to life circumstances became victims of a city that did not 

offer opportunities to them. It should be noted here that between 1920 and 1950 the 

population of Mexico City grew by almost 500% (Noble, 2005, p. 74), and during these 

decades, work and housing conditions became problematic.  

                                                
101 The first version of Santa based on the novel of Federico Gamboa was released in 1918 and directed by Luis Penedo. 
This remake directed by Moreno is recognized as the first moving picture in Mexico recorded with sound perfectly 
synchronized with the image (C. Mora, 2005, p. 33). Previous to this film, there were other unsatisfactory attempts of 
sound films. 
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Therefore, according to the film, the only 

option for Santa is to use her appearance 

and body to live, or rather survive, the 

latent urban metropolis. Santa is a 

beautiful young inhabitant of 

Chimalistac102 who is deceived by the 

soldier Marcelino. Because she is 

unmarried, her brothers decide to kick her 

out of their home. The young woman, 

with nowhere to go, ends up in the capital 

without a job. There she meets Elvira, who 

offers her work in a Cabaret. Santa learns 

the profession and meets multiple 

characters, including the blind Hipolito 

and his companion, the little boy Genarillo.  

Although the urban scenes of this film are 

rather rare, it is possible to read 

oppositional worlds in Santa’s film. While 

El automovil Gris shows opposition within 

the centre, Santa, recorded more than 10 

years later, shows the contrast between the 

popular environment of the Centre and 

the new Colonias. This is shown when 

Santa meets a rich matador, Jarameño, and 

falls in love with him. They both dwell in 

the mansion at the Colonia Condesa near the 

Fountain at Plaza Popocatéple. 

 

 

  

                                                
102 Village that at that time was outside the city, but now belongs to the Delegación de Coyoacan, an area of Mexico City. 

Fig. 5.13 Historic Centre 
Santa (Moreno, 1931) 

Fig. 5.12 Colonia Condesa 
Santa (Moreno, 1931) 
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However, after the grief of love, Santa develops a terminal illness. Living in misery and 

despised by all, she is consoled by Hipólito, who takes care of her and finances her 

operation. When Hipólito and his companion go to the hospital from Hipólito’s house to 

see Santa, some important urban images come into view, such as when Hipólito and 

Genarillo cross the current Avenue Arcos de Belén.  

 

The fountain of Salto del Agua and the facade of the Chapel of Inmaculada Concepción appear 

in the frame . Although the near-urban environment has changed since that picture, both 

the church and the fountain remain in the same place. In addition to the emblematic 

places detected, this scene shows trams, people and cars in the city, as well as electrical 

wiring and mistreated streets, suggesting that the sector is inhabited by the lower classes.  

Hipólito and Genarillo are seen quickly passing through a poor neighbourhood where 

people, mostly children, watch them go by.   

 

In the Golden Age, contrasts focus essentially on contradictions between modernity and 

tradition. Directors use introductions to show the opposing worlds of the city, often with 

a voiceover indicating the location of the stories. A good example of this occurs is in the 

movie Vagabunda (1950) directed by Miguel Morayta, with a long prologue typical of the 

time. It starts with an introduction of the city showing its social differences, the 

consequences of urbanism, and the implications of architectural elements:  

 
In all the great capitals of the world, contrasts are produced with a surprising liveliness and strength. 
Along with opulence, happiness and well-being, the most absolute poverty, misery and the struggle for life 
in its most cruel and discarnate form go hand in hand. In Mexico City there is a neighbourhood that 
everyone calls “Red Zone” which is the poorest, most miserable and petty of all. Unimaginable 
overcrowding of covachas, slums, inhabited by people who look on with indifference as life is consumed, 
overwhelmed by a single problem that completely occupies their minds: the need to eat. Railroad tracks 
separate the neighbourhood from the rest of the city, fulfilling the mission that this destination has 
apparently entrusted to them: delimit the zones, separate the classes, serve as a wall to separate the souls 
of men from each other, when in the end backgrounds are absolutely equal and both are works of God. 
The bridge of Nonoalco extends over the neighbourhood, a strange structure full of symbols and promises 
that dominates everything like a rainbow of hope and freedom. At the top of the road run the insultingly 
bright cars, silent quays. Down below shuffle the disinherited who do not even take care of the rain of dust 
sent to them from above. Here, as in all parts of the world, the good ones clash with the bad, the generous 
with the petty and the malicious with the innocent, the plot formed by their conflicting feelings being the 
basis of this story that wants to penetrate the souls of these men that we are going now to know.103 

 

 

                                                
103 Own translation.  
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The narration especially highlights the infrastructure of the Nonoalco Bridge as a barrier 

between two worlds and a vision of social hierarchies. The elites are placed above, and 

below them are less privileged populations. Although the oral narration clarifies the 

panorama within which the vicissitudes of the cabaret dancer Leticia are established, it is 

essential to underline the cinematic language used by the moving image, which nourishes 

knowledge of the urban development of that time. In this introduction, the camera frames 

contrasts between poor neighbourhoods and the modern city in full climax. First an aerial 

view of the whole city is shown, then slowly the frame enters the streets. Under this vision, 

panning movements and aerial views highlight buildings such as el Palacio de Bellas Artes, 

Juárez Avenue and Alameda Central. Then another panning sequence shows modest houses, 

children playing, taverns, covachas in ruinous lands, pulquerías and children walking on 

rivulets of rain water or puddles. Later, an aerial view shows the railroad tracks, barely 

illuminated, with a row of small houses to one side. The aerial views aim to portray the 

city as a recognizable entity, while generating visual and spectacular sensations through 

varied camera movements (T. Castro, 2009). This creates the illusion of a flourishing city, 

which was not necessarily the case. However, it is evident that differences exist between 

the types of urban fabric. 

 

This vision is also sustained by a long shot of the Nonoalco Bridge, the railway passing 

under the bridge, and the dusty streets. Suddenly, another long shot shows the traffic 

passing over the bridge, then a travelling shot introduces the streets under the bridge 

where people stand in the doors of their houses, watching the camera pass. Here the tacit 

allusion to hierarchy takes place, not only in the contrast of the images, but also by 

contrasting the heights. That is to say, over the bridge are the rich, and under the bridge, 

the poor neighbourhoods. In this manner, the director transmits a series of places which 

designate social groups and physical characteristics, proposing them as places of memory. 

This film also plays with the scale of the bridge to show how the two social classes can 

coexist without necessarily seeing each other.  

 

This form of introduction is repeated in films like Los Olvidados, Del brazo y por la Calle, La 

ilusión viaja en tranvía, etc. In Los Olvidados (1950) directed by Luis Buñuel, he explores 

human behaviour in situations of poverty without judging or moralizing, appealing to the 

crude image of violence and restoring the reality of poverty (Gutiérrez, 2011, p. 166). 
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According to Buñuel, the script is based on several real life facts.104 For instance, the end 

of the movie shows a newspaper report about the death of an infant found in a dumpster 

(ibid). It is worth mentioning that the population at the time did not welcome these 

images, and the film only screened for a short time in cinemas, but after receiving several 

international prizes and attention, it gained the interest of the Mexican public (ibid). 

 

To reach the urban landscape of misery and marginality, Buñuel’s introduction begins by 

placing Mexico City within the range of the world’s major cities, showing monuments and 

buildings of different countries alongside those of Mexico City (such as the Zócalo), thus 

connecting the place to imaginaries surrounding the city. However, the film aims to show 

the other side of the big cities that “hide behind their magnificent buildings, homes of misery that 

house malnourished children, without hygiene, without school, seedbeds of future delinquents.”105 Over 

the coruse of the film we see many urban images, including the street that houses the 

vecindades and covachas that surely were found in the outskirts of the Centre, the abandoned 

building sites in Tlatelolco where el Jaibo kills Julian, and Jaibo’s hiding place near the bridge 

Nonoalco.  

 

These outskirts show that customs and beliefs maintain village creeds within the urban 

context. For example, donkey milk is used to soften the skin, or a dove is used to cure 

diseases, but in these urban images, the noise of cars, the railroad, the bustle of street 

vendors, the rumblings of buildings under construction are a constant and integral part 

of children’s lives. Despite provincial habits and precarious architecture, the soundscape 

serves to remind us that the context of the film is still the city. In other words, the film 

typifies a hybridized city where rural and urban life are different in essence but still coexist 

in the same “urban and modern” environment. Despite this, these children consider 

themselves the product of urban life, for example when Pedro calls “ojitos” a provincial 

outsider. This film portrays the hardened reality and misery of those considered the 

product of the city problems, who suffer the worst effects of those problems. 

 

 

                                                
104 However, the ideas embodied in it are based on six months of research and observation through newspaper notes, 
reports from the juvenile court, the women's prison and their daily walks through the Nonoalco, Romita and Tacubaya 
neighborhoods (Tuñón, 2003, p. 136). 
105 Own translation.  
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Another method of opposition simply involves the use of images. The plot begins with 

aerial views or general images of the city showing some recognizable buildings and the 

dynamic urban atmosphere, until the film reaches the spaces in which the story begins. 

Sometimes these films directly show images of spaces used by popular groups, or other 

scenes in which contrasts arise when the character arrives at their home. For instance, 

Distinto Amanecer (Bracho, 1943), directed by Julio Bracho, is a film noir which was 

considered the “best cinema picture screened” at its release, from an aesthetic perspective 

(Castro Ricalde, 2017, p. 563). The story develops through a night in the Centre, as a 

union leader, Armando Ruelas, is murdered by Vidal, a corrupt governor. Octavio is a 

union colleague trying to recuperate some documents denouncing government 

corruption. His university friends Julieta and Ignacio help him as he is chased by gangsters 

contracted by Vidal,.   

 

The film starts with a daylight view simulating a panorama of the city crowded with the 

tallest building and the park of Alameda Central. It is shown as a city in construction, and 

a cosmopolitan city. The aerial view was probably manipulated, because the buildings 

stick out considerably from the rest of the city. The film later takes us to the movie theatre, 

where Octavio and Leticia are sitting together by chance. Trying to escape from the thugs 

of governor Vidal, they arrive at Julieta’s house in a popular neighbourhood. Octavio, 

surprised by the area, asks “Do you live here?” and she answers quickly “Yes, here”.  The 

story explores this context and the places related to Julieta’s life. 

 

As mentioned previously, the barrios (and their destruction or abandonment) are discussed 

in selected films from the 1960s and ’70s.106 During this time, practitioners and 

governmental institutions attempt to destroy the popular barrios of the Centre, baptized 

as Herradura de Tugurios. A large destruction of propertiy took place during those decades, 

and film seems inspired by this situation. Instead of modernization, the point of contrast 

here is the construction of new avenues and projects against the pre-existing city.  

 

El hombre de papel (1963), directed by Ismael Rodriguez, is inspired by a story by Luis Spota 

El Billete (The Bill). The film narrates the daily life of the dumb Adán, a cardboard 

collector. In his search through the trash, he finds a wallet with a bill of $10,000 MXN. 

Throughout the story several of the characters try to steal his money, including a sex 

                                                
106 Please see page 143 for more information.  
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worker who Adán is in love with. It is precisely in the spatial framing of the prostitute 

that the transformations of the Centre are revealed, particularly the barrios and the 

displacement processes of the time.  

 

Adán is fascinated by an Italian prostitute, possibly from the Barrio de La Merced. Adán 

watches clients entering and leaving her house every night. The area where she lives and 

works is set for damage and demolition; its so-called “pigsties” will be torn down in two 

weeks. The sex workers are incredulous at the government’s announcements; one of them 

says “the government says that they want to demolish our workshops.”107 This sarcasm is 

one of the means of resistance used by the prostitutes against misunderstandings of their 

lives and work. In this manner, in spite of warnings, they reinforce to themselves that this 

is a mistake and believe in an alternative possibility to fix it. In this context, while Adán is 

in the house of the prostitute, the police commissioner arrives and requests that she starts 

removing her belongings and possessions because they are going to demolish the vecindad. 

Surprised and certain that this must be a misunderstanding, the prostitute exclaims “But 

you are trespassing!”108 To which the police reply, “Trespassing, my foot! We gave you 

fair notice, Come On!”109 

 

This is followed by a series of images in which all the families and especially the sex 

workers begin to take their belongings out of their homes. In addition, the film depicts 

the entire eviction process, including all the steps: the warning notes, the arrival of the 

police, their removal of the inhabitants, sealing the entrance of the homes, and finally the 

collapse. These images of devastation in the historic area are shared by other films of the 

time. The film Tivoli (1975) directed by Alberto Isaac, also depicts the destruction of 

popular districts and social cleansing in the name of renovation. The prologue states: “this 

film does not aspire to be the documentary reproduction of a period of our past, but to illustrate that of an 

atmosphere, an environment of a vital sense of nocturnal Mexico that has disappeared forever”.110 Due 

to this prologue, it is possible for Alberto Isaac to show the events that took place in the 

neighbourhood of Guerrero during the 1960s, particularly the demolition of numerous 

properties for the extension of Reforma, including the theatre Tivoli, a real building that 

was destroyed in 1963 (Encinas R & Alejandro, 2017, p. 120). 

                                                
107 Own translation. 
108 Own translation. 
109 Own translation. 
110 Own translation. 
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The film both offers a retrospective look at the 1940s and 1950s, and manifests the urban 

problems of the 1960s. This temporality then allows the film to justify, evoke and even 

expose painful memories of drastic urban modifications. Besides this, the film denounces 

the consequences that such interventions had for the most vulnerable populations. The 

role of the sex workers in this movie involves performing shows featuring nudity, a fact 

that the government sees as a justification for social cleansing in favour of community 

development. According to the character Engineer Don Reginaldo, in charge of the project 

this area needs regeneration since “it is full of disgusting houses and centres of laziness, 

of prostitution”.111  

 

The film is rich in urban images, as well as oral and visual evocations of censorship of the 

press, corruption, bureaucracy, displacement and other problems. However, the 

temporality that the filmmakers play with does not allow the revelation of exact events, 

but expresses the feelings of a society denouncing incursions and resisting for their 

territory. That is to say that resistance becomes an ingredient of collective memory. This 

does not mean that resistance did not exist before the evictions, but violent and drastic 

urban actions function as a trigger revealing the structures of active resistance. In fact, 

from that time the tenant initiative established a network of organizations in the city 

centre, including the Popular Union of the residents of the Colonia de Morelos, the 

Popular Union Martín Carrera, the Union of Tenants of Colonia Guerrero, etc. 

(Moctezuma Barragán, 1999, p. 113). 

 

This vision of social cleansing through urban plans is accentuated when the engineer 

presents to the government the plan to extend the Reforma Avenue. In this scene, the 

governor realizes that despite engineering calculations, the Tivoli theatre will survive. 

Therefore he proposes the construction of another roundabout, as a pretext, with the 

ulterior motive of tearing down the building. This caricatures the multiple roundabouts 

on Reforma Avenue which were not necessarily fulfilling any function.  

 

                                                
111 Own translation. 



 225 

This image of “imminent destruction” is 
accentuated by a close-up on the model in 
which the governor (probably referring to 
Ernesto Uruchurtu) knocks the building 
down with his hand. 
   
This alludes to the fact that the plans are 
in government hands. Through the 
extension of the avenue the film shows 
that architectural and urban elements are 
political tools, sometimes used as weapons 
of destruction against the population, that 
is to say, as a form of urban violence 
(Pedrazzini, Vincent-Geslin, & Thorer, 
2014). Another film that shows these 
urban changes in the downtown area is the 
film Suerte te dé Dios (1961), directed by 
Gilberto Gazcón, in which Lupe the 
bricklayer and his assistant Varillas work 
on a demolition of a house near the 
Monument of Revolution.  
 
Suerte te dé Dios does not indicate whether 
this is a poor neighbourhood, and does 
not show the methods of displacement. 
However, the film does offer some 
understanding of the panorama of 
destruction of the time, suggesting other 
spaces that are being destroyed, which 
correspond to the history of the Centre. 
Since the 1960s, tens of thousands of 
families were affected by the destruction 
of these neighbourhoods (Coulomb & 
Monterrubio, 2009, p. 5). 
 

 

  

Fig. 5.14 Destruction of a mock-up 
Tívoli (Isaac, 1975) 

Fig. 5.15 Earthquake representation 
Lola (Novaro, 1989) 
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Unlike previous decades, the 1980’s and 90’s give the first signs of a restoration of the 

Historic Centre. One characteristic of this era is that contrasts cease to coexist in modern 

buildings, since they do not represent innovation. Architectural differences are diluted, 

and contrast lies in the use or function of the space. Visual characteristics emerge that are 

inclined to differentiate between deteriorated areas—caused by destruction and by 

earthquake—and the recently restored areas.  

 

In the movie El mexicano feo (Crevenna, 1984) we can see streets and squares that have 

already been restored. This film tells the story of a lazy and carefree organ-grinder who 

must support his family, but instead he is an irresponsible drunkard. However, his work 

as an organ-grinder is a good excuse to show different streets, emphasizing those that 

have been renovated. Among them are Moneda Street, Tolsa square and Santo Domingo 

square, a several panning shots follow the organ-grinder’s route through the city.  

 

Although this film is theoretically located in the Barrio La Merced, only some streets of the 

area are shown, since the film focuses on the streets and squares that have been restored.  

 

The same focus can be seen in the film El callejon de los Milagros (Fons, 1995), which gives 

several versions of the same situations from the perspective of different protagonists. The 

film intends to show popular life by emphasizing the hectic life of Alhondiga and Santisima 

streets, but also shows restored streets such as Motolinia Street, where Don Rutilio, the 

owner of a cantina, goes to the elegant shopping centre area in search of shirts and clothes. 

We see this character well dressed in a suit and walking through the streets, unlike other 

scenes in the popular areas where he is dressed in a simple way. This change of clothes 

and its connection with the urban context is suggestive of the status of the streets and the 

practices that are mobilized in them. However, the film Lola (Novaro, 1989) shows 

another face of the same street, where although it has been restored, the practices of street 

vending are performed. It is precisely because of the “cleaning” projects involved in the 

restoration that Lola and her friends fight to keep their working street in the Historic 

Centre.  
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5.B.1.2 A Diversity of Landmarks 

The use of landmarks is very common in all the films studied. Sometimes they are 

buildings, at other times they are monuments, but they are also elements in the public 

space and its spatial practices. In the first decades of study, films appear on La Mancha de 

Sangre (Best-Maugard, 1937), the Garibaldi square. This public space serves as a known 

meeting point where the young prostitute Camelia, afraid that the thug Gaston will hurt 

the naïve and provincial Guillermo, decides to meet him “in the Garden of Garibaldi, in 

front of the tent”.  Later in the film they enjoy their date in Garibaldi Square. The food 

stands appear in medium shots, but few other physical particularities of the place are 

shown. However, its evocation as a meeting point and place of entertainment recalls a 

memory of popular practices in the tents, ephemeral structures placed at the edges of 

proletarian slums. One of the most popular of these was the Plaza Garibaldi (Mejía Prieto, 

1985, p. 18).  

 

Later, in the 1940s and 1950s, these landmarks multiply. In the film Los Olvidados (1951), 

Buñuel portrays a sort of urban school, full of contrasts, a city forming and developing 

alongside the vicissitudes of an adolescent group.  They learn to smoke and kill, but also 

play as children. Through the plot, places are linked to specific practices, groups and 

activities. For example, the opening scenes show Jaibo, the leader of the band of 

delinquents. The camera follows this character, who has just escaped from a correctional 

facility, walking down San Juan Letran street (now Eje Central) to the corner of Delicias 

Street. There Jaibo stops at the Tortas seller, whom he asks for a Torta.112 At this point it 

is understood that Jaibo does not have money and pretends in order to steal the food. 

Suddenly, the camera moves into a close-up on his surprised face, then shows a general 

shot of the south of the Eje Central, where a police patrol appears and, in the background, 

the Iglesia de la Santa Inmaculada Concepción del Salto de Agua. These same places appeared 

some decades before, in the film Santa (Moreno, 1932). However, at this moment Jaibo 

escapes into the bustling and crowded streets, and is lost amongst the city’s busy life. It is 

worth mentioning that this same avenue, Eje Central, will also appear in two later films, El 

camino de la vida (Corona Blake, 1956) and Ratas de la ciudad (Trujillo, 1986). There again 

this street is used to illustrate life in the street for poor adolescents amidst the chaos of 

the city. 

 

                                                
112 A kind of sandwich.  
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Urban images are an essential part of this film, especially those in the Barrio La Romita, 

showing the daily life of the protagonists. The Capilla de Santa María de la Natividad de 

Aztacalco particularly features, and its square gives rise to several activities, using this space 

as a kind of landmark of the barrio. For example, on one of the market days, an indigenous 

child is abandoned by his father due to financial troubles. In this same square, Jaibo and 

his friends meet to talk, play and drink (despite their age). In this square and its 

surroundings, a fair takes place where Pedro works together with other children to move 

the carousel and other mechanical games. The gang plans their assaults from the fringes 

of this place, for instance, when they rob a blind person who plays music in the square.  

 

The Romita is a neighbourhood born in the town of Aztacalco, on a small island in what 

was once Mexico Tenochtitlan, which in the beginning of the colonial era was ordered to 

build the church of Santa Maria de la Natividad Aztacalco (Contreras Padilla, 2010, p. 66). 

In the 17th century it was situated on the road between the city and Chapultepec; due to 

its wooded natural landscape, some travellers suggested that it looked like Rome, hence 

the name of the territory (ibid). The church changed its name over the years, and is now 

known as San Francisco Xavier.  

 

In an urban plan at the end of the 19th century, the Romita is marked by a series of alleys 

that mixed the rural and the urban. At the beginning of the 20th century, the land of the 

surrounding paddock was divided into the Colonia Roma (ibid). In this land the upper social 

classes come to live where Frenchified architectures were built, contrasting their 

landscape with that of the town of Romita (ibid).  

 

However, due to its small-town character, the square and the church were protected by a 

declaration in 1944: “This Square is a reminder of the small town that was incorporated 

into Mexico City and it is best to preserve the typical appearance of this area of the 

capital.”113 (Rodríguez Sánchez, 2014, p. 31). Nevertheless, La Romita neighbourhood was 

known as one of the most dangerous and marginalized places in the city during that time. 

It was easy for criminals to hide in the multiple alleys, therefore the urban layout and 

architecture were favoured by them. This imaginary of danger was reflected in the novel 

Las batallas en el desierto (1981), by Mexican writer José Emilio Pacheco, in which he 

narrated children’s experiences of the area in the 1940s: 

                                                
113 Own translation. 
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Romita was a separate town. There lurks the Man of the Costal, the great Robachicos.114 If 
you go to Romita, children, they kidnap you, they take your eyes out, they cut your hands 
and your tongue, they put you to ask for charity and the Costal Man stays with everything. 
By day he is a beggar; at night, a very elegant millionaire thanks to the exploitation of his 
victims. The fear of being near Romita.115 (p.14) 
 

The film Del brazo y por la calle (1956)116 directed by Juan Bustillo Oro, is about a couple 

united by love in which twho worlds merge. María has married the poor painter Alberto 

against the will of her aristocratic family. Even though the couple’s relationship is 

supported by love, misery begins to undermine their social values. In this film, misery is 

seen as a choice; it is also somewhat idealized and romantic. The dichotomy in the city 

between modernity and misery is exemplified by the beginning of the film, in which the 

Torre Latinoamericana is shown in the centre, linked to the idea of growth. Different types 

of frames are used to exalt the dimension and the physical attributes of the tower. This 

evocation of modernity contrasts with the historical districts that the film exemplifies, 

coinciding the series of images with oral discourse: 
The capital of Mexico grows, grows without ceasing and with rapid speed, as it grows more and more 
violent contrasts of its physiognomy and its life are accentuated, on the one hand, the colonial and populous 
Merced, the Carmen provincial air and student vocation. The noble Santo Domingo square, the always 
noisy Lagunilla, the bizarre and picturesque Tepito, the Peralvillo and Regina and Santa María, the 
old neighbourhoods where legend and poverty take refuge. On the other extreme, the monumental Reforma, 
the prosperous avenue of the Insurgents, the Lomas de Chapultepec, Polanco, the Pedregal, the imposing 
Ciudad Universitaria, the modern Mexico, grandiose, but without character; neat, well designed and 
opulent, but forgetful of its own tradition, because the men as they gain in material power seem to be losing 
faith in the powers of the spirit. However, for all its ancient or modern streets, poor or rich, it never fails 
to carry on the breeze the quality of human love, couples, couples, couples everywhere. Couples which an 
honest affection, a guilty passion or petty interest unites. Women and men whose faces seldom reveal the 
truth of their inner anguish; some go by car, well dressed and well-fed, although they are also harassed by 
mutual distrust, and the remorse that excessive wealth usually engenders. Others, badly sheltered and 
suffering all hardships, have to wait for a long time for their turn in the uncomfortable truck or squeeze 
into the trams amid sweat, elbows, and footstomps. Or simply walk arm in arm and down the street.117 
 

This introduction coincides not only with a series of places, but also with urban imaginaries about 

them, linking the memory of the place with public spaces and spatial practices. For example, the 

combination of El Carmen with its students, and La Lagunilla with the bustle of the market, using 

the public square of El Carmen (known today as Plaza del Estudiante) as a landmark in the first 

example and the square of Santa Catarina church in the second. This technique appropriates the 

extension of the whole city, associating landmarks with specific public spaces and societies, 

although they are mostly modern buildings far from the historic centre. That is to say that the idea 

of neighbourhoods is reconnected with landmarks. Other examples are found in Nostros, Los pobres 

                                                
114 Who steal childrens. 
115Own transalation. 
116 Is an adaptation of a theathe play written by the Chilean Armando Mook.  
117 Own translation.  
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(I. Rodríguez, 1948) with La Merced market and the Barrio de La Merced or in Campeón sin corona 

(Galindo, 1946), where La Lagunilla Market is also linked with the Barrio de La Lagunilla. In the 

case the Barrio of Nonoalco, the bridge is used as a milestone of the neighbourhood. 

 

According to Kevin Lynch (1974) landmarks are spaces with different characteristics and 

scales, whose singularity is memorable for the city’s inhabitants. They are easy to identify 

due to their significance. Lynch suggests that landmarks tend to be chosen on the basis 

of their cleanliness in dirty cities and their modernity in ancient cities; in the case of 

Nonoalco, the new, modern bridge is distinguished from the rest of the historic 

neighbourhood. However, contrary to what Lynch suggests, milestones can also reflect 

popular practices, i.e. the landmarks may be markets or other places of popular use. Lynch 

suggests that landmarks can also be isolated events, with an identiy reinforced by their 

sounds and smells. For example, the expression “the always noisy Lagunilla”, or the sound 

of the train and its surroundings in the films about Nonoalco. 

 

The aforementioned bridge of Nonoalco is used in several 1950s films as a symbol of 

modernity, and at the same time, of the popular neighbourhood of Nonoalco. Planned 

towards the end of the 1930s and inaugurated in the early 1940s, the Nonoalco bridge was 

considered a culmination of the capital’s civil engineering, as it was the first vehicular 

bridge in the city.   

 

The Nonoalco area has been linked to the city of Mexico from pre-Columbian times, and 

still retains its colonial parish of Miguel Arcángel. Much of this neighbourhood was 

destroyed by the construction of the Conjunto Urbano Nonoalco Tlatelolco in the ’60s. 

However, some elements of the Barrio de Nonoalco remain as the Parish. As with other 

historic neighbourhoods of the city, this area is not considered part of the official area of 

HCMC, although it has been linked to the city since pre-Hispanic times. This is due to 

the selective outline that was of the territory based on plans of the old city, that did not 

consider popular or unofficially (or informal) urbanized areas as part of the city. 
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Fig. 5.59 Bridge of Nonoalco, 
Juan Rufo, 1950 

Source: https://tiemposdetlatelolco.wordpress.com/2011/04/06/nonoalco-tlatelolco-en-“jose-trigo”-3/#jp-carousel-262 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Consequently, the violence of urbanization flooded or erased the relevance of the 

neighbourhood. However, in films such as Del Brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956), El 

camino de la vida (Corona Blake, 1956), Vagabunda (Morayta, 1950), among others, the 

territory appears as a traditional area similar to any other found in the interior of this HC 

concept created in the 1980s.  
 
The film Del Brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956) presents its urban environment using 

a series of visual and oral instruments. “Mexico City” appears as a protagonist. Hugo Lara 

(2006, p. 86) suggests that the inclusion of the city helped film to move away from the 

drama of the theatre. This was achieved by using the street as a common element of a 

simple plot, and the city was called upon to connect history as a collective. The imaginary 

of Nonoalco is literally constructed around the idea of misery. Once the city has been 

presented as a space full of contrasts, the film shows the characters in a precise social 

context. A general overview of the area is revealed through close-ups on lighting poles 

and humble homes in the background, people in the streets and the noise of trains. The 

railway tracks appear as a vital point of the area. 
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In fact, the camera stops there for a moment to 
show a loud train running along the steel rails, with 
smoke and more noise. Misery and despair will 
transfer from outside to inside the home, forming 
a dialectic between both spaces. While María the 
housewife works the whole day constantly 
surrounded by exasperating sounds (train noise, a 
saw in a neighbouring workshop and from a water 
leak from the kitchen). The disturbance of the 
urban environment is connected to María’s psyche, 
and aggravates her conversations with her husband. 
María accustomed to her previous life's luxuries, 
demands more money from her husband and, in 
the form of a complaint, narrates her tedious and 
miserable life as the streets surround her: 
You want me to tell you my daily program, work days, holidays 
and even on Sundays there is no difference I get up at 6 in the 
morning to have breakfast ready, when you go to the street, I start 
to fix all the home and then I go to buy the four bread crusts we 
eat. To look for the cheapest stalls every day of God I have to go 
through those odious rails of Nonoalco … every day I have to 
endure the only show that is allowed: “the terrible misery that 
surrounds me, naked children, women indifferent to everything, 
men brutalized by alcohol and all hungry, a show that makes me 
live overwhelmed with disgust, disgust at so much dirt and 
injustice.118 
 
This narration is congruent with images showing a 
neglected landscape: the small adobe houses, the 
train tracks that mutilate the space where people 
pass, dirt roads full of puddles, dirty children 
dressed in rags, alleys of gravel, etc. After so much 
discussion and while Alberto works, María ends up 
drunk and raped at a party. In anguish, María roams 
hopelessly through the streets of misery, while 
Alberto, feeling guilty over their arguments, seeks 
her. Suddenly the bridge becomes an interactive 
point, where two actors in the same place at 
different levels cannot see each other. 

                                                
118 Own translation. 

Fig. 5.60 Disturbance by the urban environment 
 Del brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956) 

Fig. 5.61 Alberto under the Bridge 
Del brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956) 

Fig. 5.62 María on the Bridge 
Del brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956) 
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The bridge of Nonoalco is therefore 

analogous to two realities that occur 

simultaneously, via two separate 

individuals. At different times from 

each other the two each pretend to 

commit suicide, and the bridge 

seems to be their escape route. 

Analogously, the bridge articulates 

two realities: modernity through the 

cars that pass through it, and 

poverty, because beneath it, 

different excluded groups build their 

daily life in misery. That is to say that 

this structure keeps two collective 

memories constructed due to its 

social position. 

 
The film El camino de la vida (Corona Blake, 1956) uses the bridge as a symbol of urban 

oppression for one of its protagonists. The film's story, similarly to Los Olvidados (Buñuel, 

1951), narrates the lives of children who become delinquent, but unlike the Buñuel movie, 

the fault of their actions lies in the misery of the city rather than the nature of the human 

being, so the three protagonists have the opportunity to redeem themselves. This film 

contains three small stories: Nonoalco shows the story of Pedro Romero, a peasant child 

who, due to a medical problem, cannot speak well. In his town as well as the school 

located in Nonoalco, people make fun of him. The environment under the bridge is a hostile 

place of cruelty and beatings, as well as chaos caused by the sound and smoke of the train. 

The crowd overwhelms him, and he is surrounded by a group from school: Pedro must 

fight with another child in his year. The railway appears on the screen, accompanied by 

its sound, to reflect the feelings of despair and oppression that Pedro’s environment 

generates.  

 

Similar to Del brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956), the smoke, the train’s sound and the 

shouts of children, as well as the movement of the camera supports the idea of chaos in 

which Pedro finds himself involved. The bridge and the sound are a figure of alteration 

and disturbance caused by the urban, social and physical environment. Pedro finally 

Fig. 5.63 Disturbance by the Urban Environment 
El camino de la vida (Corona Blake, 1956) 
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harms one of his classmates, and the film suggests that the malice is not in Pedro but in 

the urban environment that surrounds him. 

 

While in the 1960s and 70s public space is classified as a place of destruction, public space 

in the 1980s shows evident deterioration, which leads its inhabitants to violence. The first 

restoration projects also emerge in this period.  

 

Like Buñuel, Valentín Trujillo explores children’s lives through the film Ratas de la Ciudad 

(1986). The setting is still the Historic Centre, although the film moves from Romita to 

the north near Garibaldi. Crime networks have similarly expanded and are located in 

different parts of the city. In this film, the children are part of organized crime groups, 

who kill without mercy and remorse, for one only reason: hunger. The children appear 

everywhere, emerge from the sewers and the terraces, and go virtually unnoticed at times 

because of their innocent nature. The story centres on a father, Pedro, looking for his 

son. This child, after a series of unfortunate events, escapes from a hospital and ends up 

joining a delinquent gang.  The gang’s operations often centre around Plaza Garibaldi, 

north of the Historic Centre, where they take advantage of people who are drunk or 

simply distracted. Although the name of the place is never mentioned, it is suggested by 

images and by a news broadcast. In the latter, the presenter recounts the apprehension of 

one member of the group:  
 
one of our news teams visits a well-known square in the center of the city, previously famous for its typical 
establishments and mariachis, and now sadly famous for juvenile delinquents. A group of minors has just 
been arrested in one of several raids that the district police carry out daily in their attempt to put an end 
to this problem that has already alarmed all the citizens.119 

 

That is, the same square shares two associations, with violence and with entertainment. 

These perceptions were already exemplified in some previous films, initially in La mancha 

de sangre (Best-Maugard, 1937) where the square served as a meeting point between Camelia 

and Guillermo. The square is also a location in Las Abandonadas (E. Fernández, 1945), 

where Margarita works as a prostitute in the surroundings in the Tenampan room, which 

is illustrated as a place of violence and drunkenness. 

  

                                                
119 Own translation.  
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Fig. 5.86 Street vendors near to San Juan market 
Casasola, 1935 

Mediateca INAH 
Source: https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A108110 

5.B.1.3 Working on the Street 

One quality of Mexico City is constant economic activity in the streets, particularly the 

sale of various products, services and food in public spaces. Countless witnesses recorded 

these activities as chroniclers and travellers during the 19th century, as well as in official 

documents. During the 20th century the city grew and densified, intensifying the use of 

public space as a place for socialising and selling, despite the efforts of the government 

to build markets and regulate street activities. Vendors located themselves at affluent 

points around markets, busy areas, the train and tram stations, and close to Alameda and 

the Zócalo area (Barbosa Cruz, 2008, p. 18). Films act as a testimony to this era and as a 

reflection of culture. Panoramas show a great variety of street vendors: sellers of food, 

shoe polishers, organ grinders, and other jobs less accepted by society, such as 

prostitution. The films register their activities throughout the city; sometimes said 

activities are linked to specific streets and areas, but above all they function as places of 

memory and traditional spatial practices. 
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Street workers appear in practically all the films, some only for a few seconds, while others 

are protagonists. In the first decades of the twentieth century, street vendors feature 

almost as part of the scenery. Although they are not active characters in all cases, they 

seem to figure as another ingredient of the typical urban landscape in various epochs. 

Through the films we can observe the persistence of their practices, as well as the 

evolution of their stalls and physical elements used to build sporadic architectures. Among 

the most mobile elements are baskets, wooden boxes, mats, tables with tripods and tables. 

Semi-fixed architectures also appear, such as the so-called sombras and barracas. The 

sombra was a kind of awning built with sticks of wood and cloth; the barracas were more 

stable wooden constructions whose dimensions varied. In the images presented below, 

these structures vary according to the type of street and the time, with modifications in 

the type of materials used. For example, even though El automóvil gris (E. Rosas, 1919) and 

Lola (Novaro, 1989) have the same goal, their visual aspects drastically change. 

 

The occupation of space is a constant feature which generates a reaction on the part of 

transient inhabitants. In Nosotros, los pobres (I. Rodríguez, 1948), a wealthy lawyer in a 

luxurious car attempts to seduce the character of Celia (Girlfriend of Pepe El Toro). They 

pass through the streets, he in his car while Celia walks on the sidewalk. Avoiding 

stumbling or hitting the street vendor stalls and other elements, Celia has to get off the 

sidewalk at key points. Performing this walking automatically, she conveys that her own 

body anticipates the locations of the vendors. Moving around street-vendor stalls is also 

a space practice in the film Esquina Bajan (Galindo, 1948), where the protagonist tries to 

escape from a bus driver between several clothing stalls, dodging and moving precisely so 

as not to collide with people or objects while the sound of bustle and shouting generates 

the atmosphere of those spaces. Street sellers become film protagonists at the end of the 

1940s, performing a diversity of works, playing roles such as the Ropavejero120 and 

Papelerito,121 or they appear as supporting characters such as, for example, the Cargador or 

Estibador122 in the market. 

 

                                                
120 Person who buys and sells clothes, trinkets and other second-hand tools. 
121 Child street vendors who sell or announce newspapers.   
122 Similar to stevedores, responsible for carrying the products of the market on their backs from the stall to the place 
indicated by the buyer (usually a car or bus/metro station).  
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These characters are associated with 
specific customs and places, and are 
indirectly recognized as sources of spatial 
practices. In the film Ropavejero (1947), 
directed by Emilio Gómez Muriel, Don 
Cirilo dreams buying a farm to escape 
poverty, which takes him from street to 
street buying used items by yelling the 
phrase “hats, shoes, bottles or used clothes 
that you sell.”123  Images show Don Cirilo’s 
route through some streets, most of them 
in the new colonies outside the Centre, but 
the context of the film names its relation to 
the Centre by mentioning markets like the 
Lagunilla, where Don Cirilo sells his 
merchandise on Sundays. 
 
 Children take on the jobs of Papeleritos or 
Voceros, who arrived at dawn at newspaper 
printing presses for work. In some cases, 
they helped to assemble the pages of the 
edition, in others they collected the heavy 
piles of newspapers. Other children went 
directly to the owners of the newspaper 
stand; the earlier they arrived the more 
newspapers they got to sell. These kids were 
daily visitors to the streets of the city, but 
usually lived in the Centre and its 
surroundings, since the newspaper printers 
were in Bucareli Avenue(Sosenski, 2013). 
The papelerito soon appears in several films 
as part of the landscape of the city, such as 
at the beginning of the film Distinto Amanecer 
(1943) directed by Julio Bracho.  

                                                
123 Own translation.  

Fig. 5.87 Stevedor from the Market 
Casasola, 1925 -1930 

Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/

object/fotografia%3A172738 

Fig. 5.88 Children Sell Newspapers in a Street 
Nacho López, 1951-9153 

Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora

/object/fotografia%3A330738: 
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In El Camino de la Vida (Corona Blake, 1956), one of the three stories of the film narrates 
the vicissitudes of two orphaned brothers, Chinampina and Frijolito, who without a place 
to go, to end up in living in the Historic Centre, which serves as protection for the night. 
The street embraces these two kids, who meet four other street children (Zancudo, 
Chilindrina, Chicharrin and Grillo). These new characters offer them help, and teach them 
how to live in the streets and to work as Papeleritos. In the 1950s, the Mexican poet Carlos 
Fuentes addressed a few words to children like these in his book La región más Transparente: 
“You who advertise the newspapers and sleep on the floor” (Fuentes, 1958, p. 448).This 
film portrays the memory of these children, not only through their experiences, but 
incorporating a sense of knowledge transfer in the form of a ritual and spatial practice.  
 
The sequence of scenes begins at dawn: they have to work. The film moves to Bucareli 
Avenue; newspapers are everywhere; the crowd is approaching; vendors and resellers 
move toward their newspapers. The first step is to pick up the newspapers, the second to 
arrange them. Zacundo becomes a teacher: “Approach here my Chinampina I’ll show you how 
the pages come together”. The camera focusses on the children, and observes them as they 
throw themselves into the floor and start organizing the newspapers; not only them but 
also all the children around them. As an innate teacher Zacundo indicates, “Now we are 
going to a corner I will teach you how to shout [children yelling are heard]”. Zancudo then says “Look 
how it is shouted: El Universal, La Prensa, Excélsior, Novedades [names of newspapers]; now it 
is your turn” and Chinampina yells: “El Universal, La Prensa, Excelsior, Novedades”. To what 
Zacundo says: “You did it horribly, hopefully for tomorrow you will do it well”, implying that he 
will learn but requires more practice. Then Zacundo designates a spatial framework to 
work in: “Look, I don't want you to get lost, so go through Juaréz avenue as far as Madero, and then, 
from there to here.”124   
 
A series of subsequent images show Chinampina shouting and walking with Frijolito on 
Juárez Avenue, and the Torre Latinoamericana appears as a space marker. The city appears 
full of people, confronting the child with traffic, his only salvation selling the newspapers 
from one street to another. The children will learn to sell, to mobilize, and mainly to 
inhabit their new space. For example, they learn to eat in San Juan market because it is 
cheaper, to get behind the truck to avoid paying the ticket, to avoid people from the health 
institute who want to clear them out, and finally they learn to steal. This last fact ultimately 
leads to their punishment, when Frijolito is killed escaping after a robbery. 
  

                                                
124 Own translation.  
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However, Chinampina and Frijolito appropriate the Historic Centre, and it becomes their 

home as well as that of many others. The street children teach them to associate practices 

with places, so that their activities become places of memory and daily rituals. According 

to Carlos Monsiváis, when talking with a Papelerito, he was told  “I already got used to the 

noise of the centre, and that’s the noise I like” (Monsiváis, 1979 in Sosenski, 2013), which 

reaffirms their link with the territory.   In the 1950s,  the Papeleritos began to be discussed 

as a problem in public opinion. This film, unlike Los Olvidados (Buñuel, 1951), presents a 

human response to the children, a hopeful vision, and even reinstitutes the image of the 

government using the juvenile court as a place of salvation for delinquent children. This 

agrees with the actions and policies of that decade, such as establishing the house of the 

Papelero or the day of the Vocero (Sosenski, 2013). In other words, it serves as a tool for 

the government of the time to manipulate the modern imaginary of the city by providing 

an image of salvation.  

 

Other street workers who appear in the films are the 

boleros (shoeshine boys) and organ grinders; these 

characters appear on multiple occasions in the 

background of streets and scenes, or as assistants in 

the storytelling. For example, in the film La mancha de 

sangre (Best-Maugard, 1937) the bolero provides 

information to the police about the location of 

criminals. In Distinto amanecer (Bracho, 1943), Octavio 

pays an organ grinder to disguise the sound of the 

shot Julia has aimed at the bad guys. The organ player 

especially appears in the film El mexicano feo 

(Crevenna, 1984): he passes through crowded streets 

and squares, entertaining with his music and 

receiving a few coins in return. The films show this 

character leaving his humble clothes behind, to use a 

uniform badge, which was established after the 

formation of the union of organ grinders i n 1975. 

 

Fig. 5.136 Bolero working in the street 
n.a., 1958-1964 

Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islan
dora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A45

1755 
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Prostitutes are also part of the work of public 

spaces in films, especially at night. In some 

moving images such practice appears subtly. 

For example, in Santa (Moreno, 1932), while 

we are dazzled after the journey of Hipolito 

and Geranillo, several women hidden under 

the shadow of the doors offer their work to the 

men passing by. In La trotacalles (Landeta, 

1951), María and her friends are prostitutes 

working in the Vizcainas area.  

 

These women mostly lived in or were associated with the dark parts of the historic city. 

Imaginaries of these night dynamics were macho and moralistic, usually represented 

through urban settings filmed inside recording studios. However, in order to portray these 

spheres of society, filmmakers often used oral and visual references to known places and 

barrios in the Centre. This allowed them to touch the imaginary of the spectator and ensure 

that they could understand the urban contexts in which these events occurred.  

 

One of the most-used areas associated with these practices is the Barrio de La Merced. From 

colonial times onwards this area was connected to prostitution; the first dating house 

opened there in 1538 (Moncabada, 2007, p. 23). Angeles de arrabal (1946), directed by Raúl 

de Anda, tells the story of the delinquent Juan, Lola (his girlfriend), and La Tapatía (his 

mother). The cabaretera La Tapatía is a drunk woman who has worked her whole life in 

cabarets and with men. This film suggests orally where she lives, “on the bridge of Santo 

Tomas”, a site located in the Barrio de La Merced, which crossed a water channel of pre-

Hispanic origin. From these early origins onwards, this territory and practices of 

prostitution were linked, an image strengthened by the accumulation of cabarets during 

the 20th century.  

 

It is worth mentioning that many of the cabarets or cantinas also provided sex services, 

but in this section I am interested in illustrating work on the street, especially in the film 

Trotacalles, which pays special attention to the building located in the current corner of the 

San Ignacio alley and Vizcaínas Square. This building is used as a stage for women who 

offer their services. The scene begins with a car that passes them by, with the building in 

Fig. 5.137 Prostitutes in the Street 
Nacho Lopez, 1951 

Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74

/islandora/object/fotografia%3A330257 
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the background, where the women are scattered, each standing in front of one of the 

doors. That is to say, the doors fulfil an organizational function. There is a close-up on 

the women, showing three dressed-up women talking. Later Maria says goodbye to her 

friend and in order to continue her job, gets into a car.  

 

During the film, the street is the place of work and doors acquire multiple functions, not 

just as a showcase for a kind of exhibition, but as places of intimate confessions and 

refuge. These doors were built for different purposes than those the movie uses them for, 

although in real life they also fulfilled the function that the film shows. The house shown 

originated in the College of San Ignacio de Loyola.125 It was built in the 18th century, and 

from its foundation, shared space with the community. The doors gave access to little 

houses, designed in the upper floor for housing, and in the lower floor for commercial 

purposes. For many years these spaces belonged to families, mostly craftsmen. 

Nevertheless, the activities of prostitution were close by. The Mexican historian Gabriela 

Pulido Llano (2016) writes in “Espectáculo sicalíptico en la ciudad de México y el deber 

ser urbano” that in the 1950s, the government tried to clean the streets of prostitution. 

He quotes the historian Ricardo Pérez Montfort: 

 
It seemed that the most striking blow to the houses and neighbourhoods of tolerance 
ended up disseminating them for a good part of the city. In 1938, when San Juan de Letrán 
Street was extended, the alleys of Cuauhtemotzin, de Ave María, Pajaritos, San Miguel 
Vizcinas, the Jardin de Tumbaburros, Bolivar, Meave, Echeveste and San Ignacio were affected. 
All these streets and cones formed the catholic course of pimps and prostitutes who little 
by little relocated to other specific spaces in the memory of the legendary areas of pleasure 
and its surroundings. 
 

Despite this, prostitution continued to be part of the imaginary of the night in the Historic 

Centre in the 1960s, as shown in Los Caifanes (Ibáñez, 1967), in which Gato, the head of 

the criminal gang, is in a relationship with a sex worker. In Sin Remitente (Carrera, 1995), 

Don Andrés falls in love with a prostitute, and again street prostitution returns to and is 

embedded inside the Centre. 

                                                
125Known as the Vizcaínas by the Basques who founded the school. 
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5.B.1.4 Public Transport 

Popular groups appropriate territory in multiple ways; the street and the square belong to 

them. Public transportation, inaugurated at the end of the 19th century, emerged to 

facilitate travel within a rapidly expanding Mexico City, and became a place of coexistence 

and memory for popular groups.  

 

The first Mexican cinematographers were often interested in urban public transportation, 

particularly the trams, both animal-drawn and the new electric trams introduced in 1900. 

In fiction film, as already mentioned, the tram comes into view in Santa (Moreno, 1932) 

as part of the urban background, while Hipolito and Geranillo walk around the Centre. 

Mobility became one of the concerns of Mexican cinema in the mid-twentieth century. 

For example, the film Distinto amanecer (Bracho, 1943), opens with the city’s dynamics as as 

a place of chance encounters and coexistence. However, there are two films that expressly 

convert these “non-places” of public transportation into places of memory where groups 

share ways of being. 

 

The movie ¡Esquina Bajan! (1948), directed by Alejandro Galindo, tells of the struggle of 

transport companies and their workers to maintain their routes and service a new route 

to the Acacias neighbourhood. Within the context of modernization, the workers have to 

learn new standards of behaviour expected of a good urban citizen, such as courtesy, 

which means “being kind, attentive and helpful to everyone, poor or rich, ugly or beautiful, dirty or 

tight, black or white … Do not cause any difficulties to their passage, whatever they require”.126 This 

defines the duality in the city between different groups and their attributes. In the story, 

two characters, the driver Gregorio del Prado and the money collector Constatino Reyes, 

are portrayed as rude and smelly, especially the collector who “seems to work in coal.”127  

 

According to the Mexican historian and film critic Jorge Ayala Blanco (1979) this film 

serves as a good excuse to show the chaos of the city, satirising its situation. The poor 

population using public transport suffers the abuse of companies who squeeze great 

numbers of people inside the vehicle. The assistant constantly says there is space behind: 

“the capacity of the bus is for 200 passengers, 195 unemployed and 5 seated”. This evident 

                                                
126 Own translation. 
127 Own translation. 
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exaggeration underlines the uncomfortable services that the population had to endure in 

the mid-twentieth century.  

 

This story on wheels allows filmmakers to show the conviviality of different characters 

inside the bus, such as mariachis, working men and women, the elderly, etc. as well the 

problems between them. For example, they show the discomfort caused to passengers by 

people of the market with huacales.128 The films also show important points linked to the 

memory of the city, symbols of modernity. The protagonist’s route is called Zócalo 

Xochicalco y Anexas, and it starts at the Zócalo. The film also shows other roads in the 

historic centre, such as Juárez Avenue and 16 de Septiembre Street, all recognizable by the 

buildings framing them. 

 

The film La Ilusión Viaja en Tranvía (1954), directed by Luis Buñuel, features similar 

themes. It tells the story of Juan (Caireles) and Tobías (Tarrajas), a couple of workers 

faced with the possible destruction of a tram, who decide to have an adventure by stealing 

it one night and making it circulate around the city until the next day.  

 

During their journey, different social classes converge, and the city serves not only as a 

backdrop for its journey, but also connects activities and places with particular memories. 

The urban memory draws collective imaginaries through the tram routes, forming the 

geography of an imaginary city supported by the memories of places, places probably 

recognized by the spectators. 

 

After a series of images which seem illustrated, showing the modern metropolis through 

streets and monuments, the camera arrives at a warehouse, where the two protagonists 

appear. The narrator says:  

Mexico, one of the great cities of the world, is the setting of the most varied and puzzling 
events that are the pulse of its daily life. In spite of its transcendence millions of man and 
women write, hour after hour, their brief and simple stories. Their actions and words 
always tend towards the realization of a dream, of a desire or an illusion. Together, they 
give shape to the huge swarm that is city life. We will randomly focus on a common 
corner of our great city. Thus, this film is but another anecdote, simple and almost trivial, 
of the life in the working poverty-stricken classes of the common people. Those who 
travel on streetcars.129 
 

                                                
128A kind of crate. 
129 Own translation. 
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This 1950s film shows the historic centre as a converging point of modernity and the 

construction of a hierarchical proletariat. The lens focuses on private areas of the working 

and popular class, beginning in the workshops where Caireles and Tarrajas are surrounded 

by the noise of machinery and tools. Having learned of the destruction of Tram 133, 

which they have worked very hard repairing, and their possible dismissal, Caireles and 

Tarrajas become depressed, and get drunk. They decide to rob the tram while the 

warehouse guard is drunk at the Pastorela130of the vencindad. They do not see this act as 

vandalism, but rather as a way of dignifying the machine which, like their future, will be 

destroyed by imminent modernization. 

 

Consequently, they go to their vecindad to invite everyone to take a ride in the tram. 

Indianillas, from which the tram leaves, is shown as old and dark; this is not far from the 

vecindad. In the vecindad the party and pastorela are over by the time the tram arrives; a 

general shot shows that the streets dark and empty, the lights turned off. The only things 

that are perceived are old and deteriorated houses. However, a group of people have left 

the vecindad and are trying to find a way to travel home.  

 

Declaring that they are a pilot service, the two protagonists decide to take the people with 

them, including Lupita (the sister of Tarrajas), Doña Mechitas (a food vendor) and a group 

of musicians. They use this service to avoid collecting tickets, which could be considered 

fraud. The microworld of the vecindad is represented inside the tram, with the group and 

its customs reduced to a new scale. Inside the tram, a party recommences with food and 

dancing.  

 

With the tram on its way, they follow a path with the aim of leaving the musicians at the 

corner between República de Peru street and the República de Argentina Street in the north 

area of the HC. Then they travel to the vicinity of the El Rastro (slaughterhouse), where 

Doña Mechitas lives. This inserts geographical imaginaries of the historic city into the 

film, as well as the location of the underprivileged sector of society, places associated with 

these characters as part of popular culture. At dawn they reach their final destination for 

Doña Mechitas; the screen shows the sign for Rastro de Ciudad de México. Suddenly a crowd 

of workers appear on the trail, running to reach the tram, carrying buckets, baskets, 

packages and even animals. These workers of the trail, who usually travel in a gondola, as 

                                                
130 Christmas Play. 



 255 

the film mentions, have the opportunity to change their form of transport from the wet 

gondola to a modernized space that protects them in the cold early morning of Mexico 

City. The characters are multiple, and the tramway again gives rise to another microcosm 

whose occupants cover a wide spectrum of popular characters: market vendors, butchers, 

religious workers, etc. The tram is transformed, as if it is a kind of market hung with parts 

of animals and pig heads, people, whistles, pushing and jostling, laughter and discussions 

in colloquial language.   

 

Morning arrives, and the tram has not yet returned to its course. In order to take it to the 

workshops with the other trams, they move at high speed on to the streets of the Historic 

Centre, then come to a corner with old buildings and a sign reading Guerrero or deposits, 

so its proximity with Indianillas is understood. A long shot between historic buildings 

shows the road blocked by a tram for performing electrical repairs, intensifying the idea 

of a city in full modernization. When they try to return to their starting point, they come 

across another tram, and in this way find themselves facing the constant traffic of the city.  

 
Therefore, the characters decide to place the sign “special”, with a close-up on it as they 

pass through different routes signs: Guerrero, Itztapalapa, Rastro, Hospital, Valle, Mixcoac. 

The route indicator forms an imaginary of the city that can be traced on the screen as the 

tram moves away from the city centre to the extension of the city. 

 

For both protagonists the disappearance of the tram is a contradiction; they have shown 

not only that it still serves a purpose, but that it also causes fear because the machine of 

the city depends on its use. Their universe, as well as the system of modernity, is 

dominated by paradoxes, and this attempt at resistance—by removing the tram from 

operation—is also a sign of immersion in modernity. Both films, ¡Esquina Baja! (1948) and 

La ilusión viaja en tranvía (1953), share mobility as a principle, while at the same time 

narrating the vicissitudes of the lower classes.  

 

These films evoke an urban imaginary through places of memory, using elements such as 

oral street names, signs and visual images. Both show how the city adapts to modernity, 

in a state of symbiosis, changing canoes for trams or other forms of transport. ¡Esquina 

Baja! (1948) literally means “corner, stop!”, evoking citizens’ old habit of screaming to get 

to their destination.  
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5.B.2 Vecindades 

Wealthy families had originally settled in large mansions on the outskirts of the historic 
centre, and these inhabitants’ migrations to other areas had impacts on social composition 
and architecture. Some aristocratic properties were transformed for commercial purposes, 
and others were converted into vecindades. This is emblematic of changes in the early 20th 
century, although such changes emerged as early as the 16th century, as housing for the 
lower classes was built, predominantly by religious orders (Ayal Alonso, 2001, p. 683). 
From the 19th century onwards, private houses (old mansions and convents) were 
subdivided with greater intensity to convert them into multiple dwellings. Some properties 
were designed and created to support multiple families (ibid), but this type of construction 
was forbidden in the 1940s (Coulomb, 1995, p. 195).  
 
Constructions were composed of the following elements: zaguan (entrance), patio, 
dwelling, and accesorias (a mix of dwellings with shops or workshops). In general, the 
conditions of habitability were poor because the buildings lacked ventilation and lighting, 
although their spatial distribution facilitated social activity on the patios.  
 
In the film El automovil gris (E. Rosas, 1919), as the detective Cabrera looks for criminals, 
the urban context is formed by ruinous houses, street vendors, streets in poor conditions 
and vecindades, places where vandals are hidden. These architectural areas are associated 
with popular cultures and seem to be located in the outskirts of the city. In these decades, 
the vecindades are shown on film as a space inhabited by thugs and prostitutes, emphasizing 
the interior of the dwellings. This association of areas with class distinctions is also marked 
in the film Perjura (1938) directed by Rafael J. Sevilla. Framed in the historical context of 
the early 20th century, this film follows the return of Europe of young Luis,131 a millionaire 
who has been in love since his adolescence with Mercedes, a poor woman, daughter of 
Don Gonzalo, who is Luis’ property manager. During his trip to Europe, Luis leaves his 
Aunt Rosa and his family in charge of monitoring his fortune. Two of the characters 
discuss transformations of the Centre that have taken place to accommodate the needs 
of the population. Aunt Rosa has problems with Don Gonzalo, as the tenants of the 
vecindades located in popular neighbourhoods—Peralvillo, Guerrero and Santa María—have 
difficulties making payments. 
 
 
  

                                                
131 Interpred by the Mexican start Jorge Negrete.  
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While Don Gonzalo explains that in Guerrero, the tenants refuse to pay until they see 

some improvements in the vecindades, such as the installation of bathrooms in their homes, 

Aunt Rosa is reluctant and even suggests that if they cannot pay, it is better to evict them.  

 

According to René Coulomb, at the beginning of the 20th century, the owners of rental 

income benefited from tax exemptions. However, the rented apartments were in a 

deplorable, unhealthy and harsh condition (Coulomb, 1995, pp. 86–87). Therefore, 

although this film reflects on a high social class that is carefree and insensitive, it also 

highlights three historic districts, illustrating a vision of the past (the film is set in 1900), 

demonstrating the struggle of the lower classes as they demand such basic elements in 

their small homes. Decades later, these same neighbourhoods would be most affected by 

urban renovations.132 This film shows that even in earlier times these areas were already 

repudiated by the ruling classes, even though they were their source of profit. 

 

Misery can be understood as arising from marginalisation, which begins simply through 

separating subjects, groups, places and territories. The marginal and miserable are 

                                                
132 Please see Chapter 4, pages 141-145. 

Fig. 5.177 Vecindad No. 111 República de Argentina Street 
Casasola, 1905 
Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A142957 
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considered alien to official urban aesthetics and are represented through typical 

architectures of popular groups. The films of the golden age give three versions of poverty 

and misery (Gutiérrez, 2011, p. 166):  in the first version poverty is not a limit to 

happiness, converting poverty into a homogenizing and folklorizing stereotype. The 

second version avoids sentimentality and narrates complex stories with identifiable 

popular characters. In the third version, poverty is the most ruthless and crushing face of 

modernity (ibid). 

 

In this context, the vecindad stand out as places of popular memory, as they became a 

privileged space for recreating urban marginality. To support lower-income residents, in 

1942, the federal government issued a law freezing rent prices. This measure is considered 

one of the main causes of deterioration of the Centre, and caused an increase in 

population density in vecindades, which reached up to 30,000 inhabitants per km² during 

the 1940s (Cisneros S., 1993, pp. 24–25 in Gutiérrez, 2011). One fifth of the city area was 

covered by slums (Hayner, Montiel, & Montiel, 1964), which increased the density of 

some areas. 

 

The Mexican historian and film critic Jorge Ayala Blanco argues that Mexican cinema, 

through the first vision of poverty, reduced social complexity to a few popular types, and 

to recognizable places such as the Vecindad and the Barrio (Ayala Blanco, 1979). However, 

this reductionism is useful in the sense that within these stereotypes, a constant 

relationship between place and group emerges: “the images are like all perceptual memory 

phenomena, a blend of fact and previously held frames of reference and values.”(Gordon 

W. Allport, 1954, p. 119). Within the romantic version of poverty is the above-mentioned 

film Nosotros, Los Pobres (1948), directed by Ismael Rodríguez. The film tells the story of a 

humble carpenter, Pepe “El Toro”, represented by Pedro Infante, and his humble family, 

consisting of his mother and niece (chachita). This film narrates a series of vicissitudes 

(love relationships, prostitution, robbery, imprisonment, etc) experienced by the lower 

classes in coexistence with a large number of characters in the life of the vecindad (drunks, 

market porters, prostitutes, lottery salesmen, etc), focusing on poverty.  

 

The film commences with a social and spatial framework of poverty, which can be any 

street of an old district where several characters move through the bustle and chaos. The 

camera moves into a close-up on two underprivileged children whose condition leads 
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them to search through trash, where they find a book entitled Nosotros, Los Pobres. Inside 

the book, they find a warning:  

 
In this story, you will find raw phrases, emaciated expressions, audacious situations … 
but I welcome your broad criteria, since my intention has been to present a faithful picture 
of these characters from our poor neighbourhoods—existing in every big city—where, 
next to the seven deadly sins, all the virtues and nobles and the greatest heroism flourish: 
that of poverty! … Inhabitants of the slum … in a constant struggle against their destiny 
they use the pun, the nickname and the opportune phrase; this is the salt that many times 
is missing from their table.133 

 
The camera moves through a panning shot of a street with a dilapidated old truck in the 
middle of it, a woman sitting in a doorway, and a man standing observing its surroundings. 
Behind this the noisy salesmanship of a popular open-air market stands out, giving the 
sense that they are inside a popular but ancient space. Amid the scenery of narrow streets, 
old houses and small balconies, a catchy song (Ni hablar, Mujer) begins in a folkloric way, 
and moves from character to character as it passes from the street to the vecindad. This 
converts an external urban space into an internal one; that is to say, the public space is 
diluted by the private and vice versa. In this interior space is not only Pepe “el Toro” 
working and singing at his carpentry, but also the courtyard of the vecindad where Chachita 
and Celia (Pepe el Toro’s girlfriend) wash clothes; the concrete laundry sink will become 
a kind of space of female coexistence.  

 

 

                                                
133 Own translation 

Fig. 5.178 Patio with Some Women Washing Clothes 
Casasola, 1935 -1940 

Mediateca INAH 
Source: https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A173252 
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Throughout the film, a macho language is established, as well as masculine and feminine 

spaces with specific roles in society. Nosotros, los Pobres (1948) structures the landscape of 

poverty through characters from everyday life, and interacts with the architecture of the 

vecindad as a place of social memory. Despite their poverty and experience of diseases and 

injustice, they are honest and happy, without showing the depth of their social 

environment. Subtle comments establish the film’s proximity to the Barrio de La Merced; 

for example, Topillo and Planillas—who work loading heavy bundles—comment that 

they should go to empty a boat but that they must return quickly; these boats are usually 

found in the Canal de la Viga in the Barrio de La Merced. When they come to tell Pepe gossip 

about Celia, they say “today in the morning when we came from the market of La Merced, 

when we came to leave some baskets … at the time we passed in front of Doña Chona’s 

stall … well look a guy was going over Celia … and has a Lincoln”.  

 

Nevertheless, it is the courtyard of the vecindad that becomes the structuring core of 

community life, where people share sadness, conversation, gossip, celebrations and 

endless activities. Similar images appear in Ropavejero (Gómez Muriel, 1947) and Revoltoso 

(Martínez Solares, 1951). The courtyard also serves a central function in structuring space, 

since the rooms are located around it. Multiple vecindades are shown in period films: 

another example is found in La Ilusión viaja en tranvía (Buñuel, 1954). During Christmas 

festivities the workers in the vecindad must participate in a Pastorela.134 The vecindad illustrates 

a microcosm of popular life: the patio is a recreational point where inhabitants have fun 

amongst piñatas, music, food, drink, games and play.   

 

Comparable images also appear in the film El camino de la vida (1956). From the entrance, 

two poor children eagerly watch the Christmas festivities which their condition of extreme 

poverty does not allow them to experience. The vecindades also appear in melodramas of 

bad women, usually portrayed as empty old houses, without community life. These scenes 

are almost always dark and more attention is given to the stairs and lack of lighting, 

suggesting that these characters live in homes with worse conditions, at the top of the 

buildings.  

  

                                                
134 Christmas Play. 
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Fig. 5.179 People Breaking the Piñata in the Courtyard of a Vecindad 
Casasola, 1925 -1930 

Mediateca INAH 
Source: https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A179279 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The vecindads are maintained as a core of social activities during the 1960s. In the film 

Suerte te dé Dios (Gazcón, 1961), Lupe and Varillas live in one of them. The location of 

their homes is not indicated, nor are they associated with a specific barrio, but their living 

space is still a social place of collective memory. Lupe and Varillas inhabit the third floor 

of the neighbourhood, which is composed of several tenants. These tenants reflect 

different stereotypes: a large family with ten children and a niece; a prostitute; the religious 

lady; the gossip; etc. The patio re-emerges as a meeting point where all the inhabitants 

know each other and share news. In El Hombre de Papel (Rodríguez, 1963) and Tivolí (Isaac, 

1975), scenes in the vecindades only serve to exemplify the eviction of the inhabitants. 

 

Although in general the vecindad was a well-known type of housing for the lower classes, 

its interior seemed alien to other social classes, or at least that is the case in the film Los 

Caifanes (1967). Directed by Juan Ibañez, this tells the story of a couple of high-class 

sweethearts (Jaime and Paloma), who after getting accidentally into a car, end up involved 

with a group of Caifanes135 (El Gato, El Estilos, El Azteca y el Masacote). This film arises 

during the revival of Mexican cinema and the emergence of new social and artistic 

dynamics in the city. The metropolis reflected in this film marks a border between the 

Centre and the exterior, where two young people of high society go on an adventure to 

                                                
135 According to la RAE (Spanish Royal Academy) the Caifán is a pre-eminent individual in a city (popular) 
neighborhood.  
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unknown places during the night. Unlike in other films set at night, here the night-time 

city no longer seems synonymous with modernity but is presented as a mysterious place. 

After stealing a hearse, the group of young people decide to leave it in the Zócalo, and all 

begin to flee in various directions. Paloma and Estilos flee together through the Moneda 

street. After running a few minutes, they arrive in a vecindad. Paloma, bewildered, asks 

“What is here?” To which Estilos responds, “it is a vecindad”. Surprised, the young woman 

decides to go in. Entering at dawn with the sound of child’s cry, Paloma is amazed by this 

new experience, which produces a kind of nostalgia, alluding to “the secret palaces, forgotten 

homes become humble”. Estilos says “there are many like these here”. In this scene the difference 

between social classes is marked; for Paloma this is a new place, whereas for Estilos this 

place is common to him, denoting that this space is part of the places of his social group 

and hence a place where they built and kept their memories.  

 

At the beginning of the 1980s, vecindades represented one quarter of the rental market for 

popular groups (Coulomb, 1995, p. 154). Concentrated especially in the so-called 

Herradura de Tugurios, the situation of the vecindades became worse due to the economic 

crisis of 1982.  This was reflected in the film El mexicano feo, directed by Alfredo B. 

Crevenna, which evokes a typical vecindad of the historic centre where a variety of 

characters coexist, among them its protagonists, two organ-grinders and compadres.136 One 

of them is responsible and hardworking, while the other is an irresponsible father and a 

drunk. Surely these facts are connected with a social objective, aiming to instruct the 

public that with hard work, benefits for all their family could be obtained. Beyond the 

educational purposes of the film, the vecindad is shown as a node of society, where several 

families grow and coexist through the years. 

 

This vecindad is located on Margil Street, near the Barrio de la Merced, to the east of the 

Historic Centre. Its interior is totally deteriorated, with small spaces for each family, and 

obviously lacks infrastructure. Once again, the meeting point is mainly the patio where 

baptisms, celebrations and weddings take place. Unlike in previous eras, the emphasis of 

the relationships between the neighbours is on fights and arguments, both between them 

and between families. This film highlights the discomfort of living within a 

neighbourhood, where ultimately everyone participates in the conflicts of each family, and 

                                                
136 Refers to a very close friendship. Normally but not exclusively, the term refers to the relationship between the 
godparents and parents of a child after the baptism ceremony. 
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reveals other problems such as violence against women, illiteracy, alcoholism, racism, etc; 

problems that previous films insinuated without revealing them as facts within this social 

microcosm. 

 

The vecindad continues to show its connection with the barrio, and with other barrios in 

the centre. The relationships established in the vecindad structure relationships outside 

the dwelling place. Through the work of members of the neighbourhood, they build and 

amplify their social circles. For example, Telesforo (son of the organist Melitón), shares 

with other members of the neighbourhood who are also street vendors.  

 

Above all, the vecindad is a symbol of precariousness. For example, when the children 

(the engineer and the teacher) of the “good organ grinder” discuss their future, they 

express their pride in their parents’ hard work. The son describes “our father playing the 

cylinder, but what other job was he going to find? They were peasants and illiterate,” while the girl says 

“and our unfortunate mom, working on the ground and selling peanut cones, everything to send us to 

school. I do not know how to repay them everything they do for us.” The son replies, “Well, I know, 

first we’re going to retire them and then we’re going to take them out of the filthy vecindad”.  

 

Despite the romanticized vision of the hard work of the parents, the film shows that the 

two children are concerned about the parents and emphasizes that the vecindad is a 

symbol of precariousness, and that leaving this place means success. This idea is 

reinforced when the newly graduated engineer talks to his boss at his new job at the 

hydroelectric plant, saying “how good you are, the teacher fell short when he told me about you,” 

while the boss responds “no, it’s not that, but I also lived in a vecindad and I’m happy to help you 

because you represent the symbol of the new Mexican”. However, the idea of vecindad and barrio 

gives them identity and pride, as mentioned by Melitón (the bad organ grinder) when he 

welcomes the family to his son-in-law and mother: “welcome to the rancid family, López 

Ramírez y García, founders of the Candelaria de Patos and ñeros137 of the bravest region of the three 

times heroic Barrio de Tepito.” This shows how proud they are to be related to two old barrios 

of the central city.  

 

 

  

                                                
137 Person who expresses with rudeness. 
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A year after the premiere of this movie, the 1985 earthquake aggravated the situation of 

the Historic Centre and its vecindades. This catastrophe had repercussions in the central 

city, evidenced by the deplorable state of the properties, affecting 50,000 vecindade 

dwellings and an equivalent number of apartments (Coulomb, 1995, p. 189). The solution 

resulted in the expropriation of 5000 properties, which allowed reconstruction or 

rehabilitation of 45,000 living places by the popular rental renovation program (idem, 

191). Despite the large number of government actions, new urban policies and social 

housing, in the 1990s the deprivation, unhealthiness and overpopulation of the 

neighbourhoods was still evident. This was reflected in the film Sin Remitente (1995) 

directed by Calos Carrera, which narrates the life of a lone man and government 

employee, Don Andrés, who is tricked by his neighbour, a young party girl named 

Mariana, who in revenge for him reporting her party and threatening her with the police, 

decides to send love letters to Don Andres pretending to be someone who is secretly in 

love with him. This event triggers various situations that affect the life of both. The 

middle-class protagonists live in an apartment, while the prostitute who pretends to be in 

love with Andrés lives just inside the vecindad, of which there is only one scene in the 

whole film, but precarity is expressed through the contrast. 

 

The vecindad as a place of precariousness and marginality is still evident in the movie El 

callejón de lo milagros, whose protagonists share the central stage of the alley of a vecindad. 

The story of the protagonists is interwoven with themes such as homosexuality, 

prostitution and illegal immigration. All of its protagonists are eager to fulfil their dream, 

which in most cases includes overcoming and moving away from the vecindad. For 

example, Alma, the beautiful inhabitant in search of a better economic status, ends up 

prostituting herself. Abel, the lover of Alma, ends up going with Chava to the United 

States, to earn money and offer her a better future. 

 

Thus, through different periods, the vecindad is considered a place of memory and a place 

of coexistence among the popular classes. There is also a social correlation with 

architectural space; films at the time show that society is corrupted and as the films 

perform greater approximations of complex social problems, the visual characteristics of 

these housing spaces also suffer deterioration. 
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5.B.3 Cantina – Cabaret 

The cantina and the cabaret were recreational places associated with marginal groups. These 

places of memory appear in several films, similarly to the way in which vecindades are 

associated with large areas of the Centre, without showing their specific location. The 

cantina is an inherited version of the taverns, wineries and pulquerias of the viceregal period, 

and born in the middle of the 19th century. Between 1910 and 1930, approximately 250 

canteens and more than 100 pulquerias were registered in the cuarteles of the old city 

(Ziccardi & Moreno Toscano, 2014, pp. 39–40). The latter were mostly concentrated in 

popular sectors (idem, p.37), while the cantinas-cabarets or cabarets emerged at the end 

of the 19th century. The cabarets in Mexico City were spaces for enjoying a music show, 

dancing, and drinking alcohol, and were also connected with prostitution (Medina, 2010, 

p. 16).  

 

In the film El automovíl gris (E. Rosas, 1919), Don Vicente is searching through the streets 

for thugs. Suddenly he arrives at streets with cantinas or pulquerias; therefore, these streets 

look more deteriorated and rural, and in that sense, more discredited. In the film, probably 

these streets were located in the north of the Centre, b in one of the scenes, after leaving 

a cantina, Granda arrives at the Plaza de la Concepción and Don Vicente grabs Granda in the 

side alley to the Capilla de la Concepción. The association between degenerated streets, 

cantinas and wrongdoing/criminality is illustrated by the effective strategy that Don 

Vicente uses to find the delinquents in these scenes. At this point the urban landscape 

consisted of simpler architectures, adobe buildings and dirt roads, but according to the 

film, by simply using that strategy of association, Don Vicente manages to catch several 

members of the criminal gang. 

 

These kinds of images are shared by the film Macha de Sangre (1937), directed by Adolfo 

Best Maugard, released six years later due to censorship issues because it showed nude 

scenes (García Riera, 1992). According to Emilio García Riera the film was made with 

precarious means, but offered a realistic, stark and impressive vision of the capital’s 

cabaret (1999, p. 113). The young provincial Guillermo meets the prostitute Camelia in 

the cantina-cabaret La Mancha de Sangre, who, seeing the naive adolescent, decides to take 

him under her protection. Soon the young man and the prostitute begin a love story and 

the boy also starts working with the dangerous thugs who frequent the cabaret.  
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Fig. 5.230 Clients in interior of Cantina M. de la Fuente  
Casasola, 1920 
Mediateca INAH 
Source: https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A206885 

The images of this cantina-cabaret on the outside show a rather popular area. In this same 

film other cantina is also shown, which is used as a meeting point for the gang of thugs. 

The difference is that this cantina is portrayed as elegant and does not have any female 

presence. The hinged doors in both films—El automóvil gris (E. Rosas, 1919) and La 

Mancha de Sangre (Best-Maugard, 1937)—are relevant, since they reveal the type of activity 

that is generated within their spaces, even without necessarily showing their interior, as is 

demonstrated the case of El automóvil gris (E. Rosas, 1919).  

 

The interiors of these places are shown in Santa (Moreno, 1932) and La Mancha de Sangre 

(Best-Maugard, 1937). However, they have big differences. In the first film Santa works 

in a high-class cabaret, so the space is open, resembling the inner courtyard of a house. 

The second film shows a kind of cabaret-cantina aimed at the lower classes, which has a 

reduced space and a bar for buying drinks. Prostitution within the cabarets and cantinas 

is considered an opportunity in the films, but at the same time a job determined by the 

condition of misery. Throughout the 1920s to the 1950s, sex work proliferated in such a 

way that a map of nightlife could be drawn (Pulido Llano, 2016). 
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Fig. 5.231 Interior of a Cantina  
Casasola, 1934 
Mediateca INAH 
Source: https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A216024 

Cantinas were frequented by a certain public and were considered a core region of crime, 

where the most terrible tragedies and crimes were incubated (ibid). These spaces are 

addressed in multiple films that tell the stories of sex workers. Thus these spaces are 

constituted as places of memory, sometimes uncomfortable due to the themes they are 

related to, but finally part of the collective memory.   

 

In addition, these spaces share physical and visual characteristics, although their 

scenography varies. Unlike in previous decades, the main feature of the cabaret was its 

doors, as elements used to designate the place without showing its interiors. The bright 

entry signs use incandescent tubes with striking names.  

 

Also, the show is incorporated into the cabaret through stages for the musicians and 

artists. Thus also arises the space of the ballroom, defined by the tables and chairs placed 

around. The dance represents a ritual where special attention is paid to the feet and bodily 

movements through the camera frames. The music is of particular interest, the films using 

the danzón and the mambo. 
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The life of women in the cabaret and catinas is exemplified in films such as Ángeles de 

Arrabal (Anda, 1949), which follows a group of women of the Cabaret El Foco Rojo. The 

girls arrive on a night when the establishment is empty. They are usually placed in the 

entrance or close to the bar counter, while enjoying performances by singers, musical 

groups or shows of vedette dancers. The ficheras,138 cabaretereas, prostitutes or taloneras139 

aim to seduce men so that they spend money in the cabaret or cantina. In some films it is 

suggested that the facilities also had rooms to extend the services proposed by these 

women, who danced with customers and accompanied them to their tables where they 

had to endure all kinds of insults or proposals. Although this is a space marked by 

machismo and the degradation of women, all the films suggest that they followed this 

ritual. Rituals, unlike habits, are intentionally conscious. Women in these spaces are aware 

of their bodies, their posture and movements, which acquire a symbolic value for their 

clients. Paul Connerton (1989, p. 58) suggests that rituals are a preformative language; 

their expressions tend to be stylized and stereotyped. In addition, they are composed of 

sequences of more or less invariant acts, which do not need interpretation since they are 

already encoded in a canon; and every ritual involves a mnemonic effect (idem, p.59). 

 

The categories of these places varied; for example in Distinto Amanecer (Bracho, 1943), 
Julieta is a modest woman studying at the university, and helps Octavio with the 
incriminate documents of corruption while she is living her own marital and economic 
problems. These problems result more tense whilet the night is progressing, and Octavio 
realizes that Julieta works in the Cabaret Tabu. That is to say that in this film the cabaretera 
stops being provincial and ignorant as it was Santa in Santa (Moreno, 1932) or Camelia in 
La Mancha de Sangre (Best-Maugard, 1937), to become a woman of the city and educated, 
but where the city and its lack of opportunities lead her to become a “bad woman”. 
Suggesting therefore, that university formation was no longer a guarantee of finding a job. 
This is highlighted by Ignacio, who indicates, “We live in a country where politics drags 
everything and at a time when a driver earns more than a teacher”140.   
 
Although, the cabaret or the cantina become a place of memory inasmuch as its use is 
related to a group of society and its use as a stereotype of an era is constantly repeated. In 

                                                
138 The ficheras frequented the cabarets of low category and they were in charge to dance and to accompany the clients. 
When their customers consumed alcoholic beverages, the women were given a ficha (coin) that could be exchanged for 
money at the closing time of the cabaret / tavern / bar. That is to say, it was a kind of commission for the consummation 
of alcoholic beverages. 
139 Synonime of prostitute.  
140 Own translation. 
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fact, the sexennial period of the president Miguel Alemán Paredes (1946–1952) was 
considered as the age of splendour of the night life of the capital. Therefore, imaginaries 
surrounding cabarets, canteens, and dance clubs were reflected in Mexican cinema 
(Agustín, 1990, p. 97). It is worth mentioning that especially in the cabarets or cantinas, 
women were not legally allowed unless they worked inside the establishments. 
 
Moreover, the stories of the women varied from one film to the other—although with 
similar journeys— such as the self-sacrificing mothers, like Margarita in the film Las 
Abandonadas (E. Fernández, 1945). Margarita is tricked by Julio, a man of high class who 
falsifies their marriage documents. Being a provincial woman and disregarded by her 
father, she arrives to the capital. After giving birth Julio’s child, she needs a better job. 
With a reduced number of employment possibilities, Margarita starts working in a cabaret.  
 
Throughout the dramatic story of Margarita—who is decived multiple times—she will 
sacrifice for her son, working in different kinds of cabarets and cantinas. Therefore, as a 
victim of the misery, she becomes a prostitute and a thief, with the aim of financing her 
son’s studies. Consequently, this type of film displays a moralistic vision where the so-
called ‘bad’ (and again provincial) women’s decisions lead them to a degrading and 
turbulent destiny.  
 

According to these films, vulnerable 
areas in the city are not the result of 
the government’s inefficiencies in 
promoting decent spaces, but are 
justified as personal results of the 
choice of prostitution. In this film 
Margarita reaches Garibaldi square, a 
place of Cantinas but also prostitutes 
and drunks, whereas Margarita, old 
and hopeless, prostitutes herself in 
the Salón Tenampa. This was a real 
cantina, founded in 1925, considered 
at that time a space for popular 
cultures, and famous for its 
Mariachis. 
  

Fig. 5.232 Man in front of the cantina Tenampa  
Casasola, 1940 
Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/ob
ject/fotografia%3A106537 
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Fig. 5.233 Couples Dancing in an Event in the Salón México 
Casasola, around 1935  
Mediateca INAH 
Source: https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A1588 

The use of authentic places was common in films of the time; for example in the film 

Salón México (1949) also directed by Emilio Fernández, he uses this place to tell the 

miserable life of Mercedes. Mercedes lives a double life as a cabaretera during the week and 

on Sunday, a respectable sister who economically sustains her sister Beatriz in a female 

boarding school. In her hidden life, Mercedes works at the Salón México. Although the 

scenes are mostly interior, they feature some fictitious exteriors, like those that pretend to 

portray the slums of Mexico City. According to Jorge Ayala Blanco (1979), the ballroom, 

which the film refers to, exists on the border of Colonia Guerrero. The film offers an exalted 

tribute, both epic and tragic, to the environment that inspired the music of Aaron 

Copland, a composer who explains: 

 
Perhaps my piece might never have been written if it hadn’t been for the existence of the 
Salón México. I remember reading about it for the first time in Anita Brenner’s [tourist] 
guide book. Under “Entertainment” she had this entry: “Harlem-type nightclub for the 
peepul, grand Cuban orchestra, Salón México. Three halls: one for people dressed in your 
way, one for people dressed in overalls but shod, and one for the barefoot.” … In some 
inexplicable way, while milling about in those crowded halls, one really felt a live contact 
with the Mexican people—the atomic sense one sometimes gets in far-off places, of 
suddenly knowing the essence of a people—their humanity, their separate shyness, their 
dignity and unique charm (Copland, 1939, pp. 2–4). 
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Another real space mentioned in the films is the Club Verde, in the movie Las Trotacalles141 

(1951) directed by Matilde Landeta. The film narrates the life of two sisters. Elena, a 

wealthy woman, and María, a prostitute who works in the street, specifically in the current 

Vizcaínas Square, located at the south of the HC.  

 

The film focuses on the desire for power, money and sexual pleasure, and the 

entanglements of the two sisters and Rodolfo (María’s pimp). The Vizcaínas Square has a 

significant presence in the film, principally framing the miserable nightly life of María and 

her companions. In the 1930s this area became known as the red zone, visited by 

bohemians (García López, 2004, p. 78).  

 

During those decades Vizcainas was characterized as a permissive area of brothels and 

cabarets such as Club Verde (ibid), which appears in the movie. In 1949 it became an area 

protected by the government due its architectural attributes; nevertheless, it was 

characterized until the 1970s as a space housing famous brothels and cabarets, which gave 

identity to the area (ibid).  

 

During the 1960s, cabaret films reduced, and a multiplicity of films emerged featuring 

‘exotic’ and ‘vulgar’ women, which as we mentioned were known as cine lepero. However, 

Cada quien con su vida (Bracho, 1960) directed by Julio Bracho, is one of the last cabaret 

films that keeps the style of the previous eras. Near to the Vizcaina Square and the Temple 

of Regina de Coeli is the cabaret “El Paraiso”. The film narrates amorous misadventures 

on a New Year’s night, which impact the life of the variety of ficheras: La Tacón Dorado, La 

Siempre Viva, La Pepsicola, La Jarocha, La Penas, Dorita and Lila Hernández.  

 

The night begins with the death of Mundo, a cabaret pianist who is suggested to have 

maintained a loving relationship with La Siempre Viva, an elderly woman portrayed as the 

wise madame of the brothel, but also pictured as a drunken prostitute who tells false 

stories.  

 

The night in the cabaret is agitated by several problems: the pianist’s death, the fight of 

the deputy with a thug, the fight of two prostitutes over the same man, a professor who 

                                                
141 Streetwalker 



 277 

gives evidence of the corrupted government, uproar over a homosexual, the recrimination 

of a saint representing society, etc. However, these events do not prevent the film from 

celebrating New Year’s Eve. This cabaret maintains the traditional elements of the bar, 

the interaction of girls with clients, and a show led by a musical group. 

 

A contrasting image of the Cabaret is presented in the film Los Caifanes (Ibáñez, 1967). 

The Caifanes, together with the young rich couple. go to a cabaret called “Geminis”. There, 

Jaime is shown to be uneasy with the experience. Conversely, Paloma is full of curiosity 

about the lifestyle of the cabaret artists and their activities. Paloma has the desire to feel 

integrated in this popular environment. During her visit to the cabaret, while Taloneras 

speaks in the bathroom, she pretends to be one of them. Paloma’s fascination with and 

ignorance of these places shows how they had remained alien to the upper classes and 

therefore how there was a sense of belonging within them on the part of popular groups.  

 

The film observes the opulent and exotic elements expressed in the show, together with 

its setting. In the Cabaret Geminis we see a lot of shows, opera songs, women who dance, 

clowns, etc. The decoration becomes a priority, featuring a diversity of colours and 

luminaries of all kinds that set the tone of space. The cabaret becomes a centre of diverse 

performances; however, they are of low quality, degraded as the surrounding urban 

environment. 

 

This sense of degradation is shared in the film Tívoli (Isaac, 1975), where the cabaret 

Waikiki presents a show with semi-naked women performing a striptease. It is worth 

mentioning that the Waikiki was a real cabaret that emerged in the 1930s and reached its 

peak in the 1940s, alongside other cabarets in the city; it was closed in 1954 by the capital 

authorities. So this site appears in the film as a place of nostalgia, unnoticed but part of 

the places of memory of popular cultures. The Mexican writer Edmundo Valadés, in his 

1950s book La muerte tiene permiso (Death Has Permission), uses a group of nocturnal tales 

of this cabaret to inspire one of his stories, telling how the character Epigemio visits the 

cabaret when feeling alone. He describes the space and how the women interact with the 

clientele, that is to say their spatial practices: 

 
Epigmenio arrived at Waikiki. There, in case you do not know, there are many tables, and 
around them, waiting for an ideal host, the girls. The bad girls, as you have to name them 
to differentiate them from those known as good girls. The bad ones make a living 
drinking with those who invite them. For each drink they take, the house gives them a 
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“ficha”. Each ficha is worth fifty cents. (I think that, given the high cost of living, the fichas 
are also revalued). The more they are invited, the more fichas they get. As a result, more 
money. They like, naturally, that whoever invites them will have many drinks. On the 
other hand, they may like the customer. The client invites them to go to sleep […] of 
course, if there is not a friend who brings them the bill. All this is very variable (2005, pp. 
85–86).142 
 

Obviously, this place of memory is used by the author as inspiration for the story, because 

the cabarets and ballrooms of the 1930s, 40s and 50s, as I have mentioned so far, served 

to structure Mexican nightlife. These sites were conducive to personal exchange, the 

consumption of alchohol and drugs, and were places of prostitution, pimps, weapons, 

and scandals. All this was prohibited by agreements and regulations issued by federal and 

local authorities.  

 

As mentioned, the regent Ernesto P. Uruchurtu (1952–1966), through various policies 

based on the search for morality, built streets and markets while closing brothels, 

nightclubs, theatres and periodical publications. The censorship of Uruchurtu was felt in 

the theatre, on television, and in the publications of the time, and put new policies in 

place, such as the dependence of cabaret licences on the Office of Shows for the 

Department of the Federal District.  

 

The poet and essayist José Joaquín Blanco questions rulers’ imposed concept of morality, 

as a weapon of the powerful classes to repress the nature of popular groups: 

 
In Mexico, public morality has always been a way for authorities and institutions to 
persecute citizens, and not a verifiable and objective social fact. Talk about the morality 
of Mexicans: which Mexicans? What morality? A tojolabal indian, a banana cacique, a 
village politician, an authoritarian capitalist, a deputy of the PRI, a worker and an 
unemployed person from Neza are not the same… Within this mosaic of classes, races, 
regions and groups, who is entitled to choose a type of life and morality, impose it on 
everyone and even punish whoever resists with the police? … The fulfilment of such a 
moral role must necessarily be ironic: on the one hand, decency is accepted as a form of 
social status outside of which there is nothing but plebe, on the other it is precisely decency 
that is the most ridiculed and despised aspect by the popular culture. Immorality is 
synonymous with rabble. The Mexican lives trying to escape from it to climb towards the 
strata of decent people, but at the same time he frolics and returns to popular immorality: 
complacency in bad words and nonsense, albur and double sense, machismo and 
drunkenness, fights, free love and intercourse, precarious and even obscene activities and 
even prostitution, become epic aspects of this defence of the people against meditative 
class-imposed sanctimony (Blanco, 1986).143 

 

                                                
142 Own translation.  
143 Own translation.  
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It is worth mentioning that the Waikiki would be closed due to its nature and its location, 

since it was located in the Reforma Avenue, one of the most respectable places in the city 

at that time. Thus in 1957, after a tremor, the structure was weakened and subsequently 

demolished, like many other buildings. Nevertheless, in the film Los Caifanes (Ibáñez, 

1967) one year after of the Uruchurtu government, cabarets continued to be part of 

popular culture and were tangibly connected with the imaginary of the Centre. 

 
However, the nightlife of the city would continue, clandestinely or in new spaces such as 

the “Social Centre” or “Social Club”, places that emerged as dance halls where the 

consumption of alcoholic beverages would be limited. These spaces already existed in 

previous times, but are repositioned in this era. However, it is unknown if they were 

located in the area of the Centre,such as El Centro Social Las Golondrinas in the film Suerte 

te dé Dios (Gazcón, 1961).  

  

Fig. 5.234 Salón cantina La Potosina 
Casasola, 1930 
Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A105871 
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Nevertheless, these places were mentioned in the film Campeon sin corona (Galindo, 1946) 

and ¡Esquina … bajan! (Galindo, 1948). In this film, Don Gregorio invites Soledad to dance 

and she asks him indignantly, “At the Cabaret?” to which he replies, confused, “No”. The 

social centre was therefore seen more acceptable and decent than the cabaret.   

 

The role of the cantina continued in the 1980s as a supporting setting for filmic plots, 

particularly in the film El mexicano feo (Crevenna, 1984), in which the drunk Meliton is a 

client of the historic cantina La Potosina, inaugurated in 1890 and located in the street of 

Jesus Maria, at the corner of Emiliano Zapata. However, as the film shows, the space 

inside had lost most of its decorations, although the doors and parts of the bar remain. It 

is worth mentioning that from 1982, women were allowed to enter the cantinas as 

customers, and this fact it is satirized in the film through the lack of toilets for them. 

 

The cabaret stops appearing as a playful space; rather it has the appearance of a strip club 

in decline, possibly due to changes in the economy and the repression cabarets 

experienced in previous epochs. In the film Ratas de la Ciudad (Trujillo, 1986), the cabaret 

Club QuintoPatio appears, inspired by a song and film of the same name. This cabaret, 

located in Colonia Hidalgo, appears in the 1950s and disappears at the end of the 1980s 

(Jiménez, 1991, pp. 133–138). 
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5.B.4 Traditional Markets  

The origin of the Market dates back to pre-Hispanic times, and the great market of 

Tenochtitlan. With the arrival of the colonizers, the area of the Plaza Mayor became the 

main market of the city. In the second half of the nineteenth century, formal structures 

were built to house the various markets located in different downtown neighbourhoods. 

Generally, the Porfirian government sought to implement an image of economic 

development and stability by realizing a large number of modern infrastructures (Vassallo, 

2016), and pursued the territorial organization of the street vendors, who grew in 

numbers, invading the city Centre. 

 

One of the historical markets is La Merced, which due to its location and its connection 

with a disappeared network of canals, allowed the supply of products to the city from the 

colonial period onwards. The market was constructed in 1860 in the former convent of 

La Merced. At the beginning of the 20th century, this was the main market of Mexico City 

until the construction of the Central de Abstos at the beginning of the 1980s. 

 

The memories of this barrio are usually related to the market and the guilds of artisans that 

occupied the place. Many inhabitants were involved in the daily life of the market, such 

as the rag-and-bone man Don Cirilo in the film Ropavejero (1947), directed by Emilio 

Gómez Muriel. During his work in the streets he meets María, a woman who works as a 

housemaid in a rich neighbourhood. He mentions La Merced one morning when he asks 

Don Anselmo, another inhabitant of his vecindad, if he can take him in his car “to the 

restorán,144 where a proletarian coffee with tamales will be taken”. Confused, Anselmo asks, 

“Which restorán?” and Don Cirilo replies, “The second stall of green leaves on the right as you enter 

the market of La Merced”.145 The refined words he uses, like restorán, serves not only to 

mislead but as a strategy to evade and restore his social position while parodying the 

demure language of the upper classes. Even more important is the fact that in the movie 

Anselmo quickly recognizes the site despite this being a joke.  

                                                
144 Derived from the French pronunciation of restaurant, which indicated a kind of nobility to the site. That is, the 
aristocratic version of restaurante as pronounced in Spanish. 
145 Own translation. 
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The “stall of leaves” is significant as a 

common element of the market, a 

distinguishable element for the 

audience. This reveals one spatial 

characteristic of this place of memory. 

In addition, the film shows a market 

that does not have a name, but where 

Don Cirilo has a romantic date with 

María after accompanying her 

shopping some fruit and vegetables. 

This market, realized through 

scenography, is constituted by 

columns, arcs, carpentry and thick 

walls, following the characteristics of 

colonial buildings, probably linked to 

the idea of a traditional market.  

 

Similarly, in the film other places are mentioned such as the market of the Barrio de La 

Lagunilla, where Cirilo places his stall every Sunday to sell his merchandise. This market 

is also mentioned in the melodrama Campeón sin Corona (1946), directed by Alejandro 

Galindo, where Roberto “El Kid Terranova” is a worker in a nieves146 shop in the Lagunilla 

Market, while trying to become a professional boxer.  

 

A panning shot shows the roofs of the Lagunilla market alongside their surroundings, full 

of the bustle of people and cars. The interior is built through scenography showing the 

nieves shop, but inside it is a community formed by workers from different market stalls.  

The popular barrio de La Lagunilla originates from a small body of water that formed Lake 

Texcoco, hence its name; it was formed by a small bay that flowed through ditches to 

Tlatelolco Market (Suárez Molina, 2010, p. 458). The desiccation of this area takes place 

in the 16th century during colonial times. Due to the increase in population, a market was 

later established in 1905 in Santa Catarina square, becoming one of the most important at 

the beginning of the 20th century. (Vassallo, 2016, p. 92).    

 

                                                
146 A kind of sorbert made with fruits or other natural ingredients.  

Fig. 5.311 Stalls of La Merced 
Casasola, 1900 – 1955 
Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora
/object/fotografia%3A265357 
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Fig. 5.312 Market of San Juan 
n.a., Around 1890 
Mediateca INAH 

Source: https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A393086 

Another market that appears in the films is that of San Juan, of pre-Hispanic origin, which 

was divided into four different markets in the 1950s. This emerges in the context of the 

Papeleritos who live downtown in the film El camino de la vida (Corona Blake, 1956). In the 

relevant scene, Frijolito is in the Zócalo, and Chinampina comes running telling him that 

he sold all the newspapers, but even so it was not enough to allow them to eat, and that 

it would be best to go to San Juan to buy tortillas. Frijolito, disillusioned, tells him that San 

Juan is too far, but Chinampina tells him that they do not have any choice. Later in the 

film, all the children appear to eat at a food market. It is not possible to locate the market 

from the image, but it expresses the popular environment.  

 

In the next decades the market as a place for popular groups hardly appears, aside from 

in one of the scenes of El hombre de Papel (Rodríguez, 1963), in which Adán is having lunch 

and finds a lost child, and in Ratas de la ciudad (Trujillo, 1986), in which children use the 

Market as a place to eat. However, these markets appear to be outside the centre, 

especially the last one, whose interior is similar to the Coyoacan Market, designed in the 

1950s by the famous architects Pedro Ramírez and Felix Candela. However, both films 

rescue the idea of the market as a daily place to eat. The Lagunilla Market is where the 

“good organ grinder” buys his son a university book in the film El mexicano feo (Crevenna, 

1984). In this manner the markets are built up as part of the daily life of popular groups, 

where they buy vegetables, share time, eat, and find various items, such as those sold by 

Don Cirilo. 
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5.B.5 Café de Chinos 

The concept of café culture was established in 
the 19th century, when cafés became a place 
for the wealthy classes (aristocracy, 
intellectuals and politicians) to socialise, 
integrating French pastries into Mexican life 
(Ovando, 2000). This concept was 
popularised in Café de Chinos (Chinese 
cafeterias). The Chinese community made 
cyclical migrations to Mexico from the end of 
the 18th century, and Café de Chinos emerged 
in the 19th century in response, aimed at the 
popular classes (Velázquez Moreno, 2014). 
These cafés represented a symbiosis of 
Mexican and Chinese cuisine. In addition to 
thick black coffee with milk (served in a glass) 
and sweet bread, the menu was 
complemented with rice and traditional 
Chinese noodles.  
 

In the film Mil estudiantes y una muchacha (Bustillo Oro, 1942) a scholar named Atenedoro 
Soriano and a villager from San Luis must adjust to their new urban life. This comedy 
narrates the adventures of Soriano, his sister and daughter, who leave their sunny farm to 
live in an “old gray house”147 in the Centre. Mr Soreano dreams of becoming a teacher in 
the local school. However, this film also illustrates the daily life and interactions of the 
universities with the city, especially the Café de Chinos.  In this film, the cafes appear as a 
place of coexistence for the students, where they constantly struggle with the Chinese 
owner since they are poor and precarious. Thus they do not have money to pay for goods, 
obviously generating inconvenience for the owner. Beyond the veracity of these facts or 
even clichés, Chinese cafes as a space were part of the daily life of students. According to 
the map “Establishments for the provision of food and beverages” (Ziccardi & Moreno Toscano, 
2014, p. 38), between 1910 and 1930 almost 40 cafes existed, most of them Chinese and 
located around the Historic Centre. The Mexican writer and politician Aurora Arnáiz 
Amigo (2004, p. 333), narrates her experiences at the 1940 Law School: 

 

                                                
147 Own translation. 

Fig. 5.321 "Ham Carlos" accommodates the Donuts in a 
Tray at a "Café de Chinos" 

Casasola, 1958 
Mediateca INAH 

Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74
/islandora/search/catch_all_fields_mt%3A(%22CAF

%C3%89%20DE%20CHINOS%22) 
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We attended law classes in the old house, and when we finished, either in the morning or 
at the end of the afternoon, we used to meet the students in the Café de Chinos in what is 
now called Justo Sierra Street, Guatemala Street, etc. The courts were also in the primer cuadro 
of the city, so when attending Café de Chinos, where we used to review our classes, we had 
a large glass of milk with a splash of very black coffee that cost us 20 cents, and paid 
between 10 and 20 cents for sweet bread; there was then no other sweetener in all of 
Mexico aside from natural sugar. Those gatherings were, for all of us who participated in 
them, truly unforgettable. 

 

Another important aspect of these places of memory, in the film Mil estudiantes y una 
muchacha (1941), is the purchase of books: Buen Rostro (an intelligent character) brings 
newly purchased books to read with Chinese coffee, suggesting the proximity of 
booksellers to the site. Some of these book stores still remain, especially on the streets of 
Donceles and Justo sierra, even after the disappearance of the university from the HC. 
 
Cafés also inspire other movies, such as Café de Chinos (1949) directed Joselito Rodríguez. 
Several movies use Café de Chinos as a meeting place for popular groups, such as the film 
Angeles del Arrabal (1945) by Raúl de Anda, and as a meeting point for troublemakers in 
the Café de Chinos in Peralvillo. The Barrio el Peralvillo, a neighbourhood of pre-Hispanic 
origin, integrated into the city at the beginning of the 19th century. Although in the 19th 
century mansions were built for people of the wealthy classes, at the beginning of the 20th 
century this site was already known as a popular settlement. Another example appears in 
Distinto amencecer (1943) directed by Julio Bracho, where Julieta, one of the protagonists, 
goes to buy some bread.  
 
In these films the architectures of the cafés are similar: their facades show wooden 

structures, glass doors and windows. These are used as a display case to show bread and 

the name of the shop. They are an important meeting point in the film Tivolí (Isaac, 1975) 

where all the theatre workers meet after a show and decide to share their time to find a 

possible solution to threat of theatre demolition. In the 1990s the café reappears as a place 

of memory, connected to the Barrio de San Juan, particularly to the area known as Barrio 

Chino. In the film Sin remitente (Carrera, 1995) Don Andrés meets his secret admirer, who 

is in fact a prostitute contracted by a detective to deceive him.  As in other films, the 

camera highlights the characteristics of the place, the Chinese owner, tables, food and 

particularly the thick black coffee, which is the subject of close-ups highlighting the 

importance of the ritual combination of coffee, milk, sugar, and sweet bread. 
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5.B.6 Baños Publicos 

Public baths were part of Aztec culture, 
but only re-emerged in colonial times at 
the end of the 18th century (Bautista, 
2014). From that time, baths of all 
categories appeared, with the difference 
that the wealthy classes used them for 
pleasure while lower classes needed them, 
because usually the vecinades were not 
provided with enough showers, or with 
any shower at all (ibid). In fact, due to 
illnesses, epidemics, and the high death 
rates in the capital, the government 
installed free public showers (Rivera-
Tapia, 2003). However, these free 
restrooms were not enough, since there 
was was 1 per 12,000 inhabitants (ibid). 
Due to this, many families used the 
famous steam baths, which became a 
meeting point for the inhabitants of some 
barrios.    
 

Public baths appear on film firstly in the 
comedy Ropavejero (Gómez Muriel, 1947), 
in which Don Cirilo decides to help his 
beloved María, a maid who works at a rich 
bathhouse where a series of criminal acts 
take place (murders, scams, theft, etc.). 
With the aim of helping her, Don Cirilo 
pretends to be a millionaire and 
consequently he needs to take a shower. 
In the film obviously, this character does 
not actually have a bathroom and taking a 
shower is not part of their habits. Visiting 
a public bath for the first time seems like 
an adventure.  

 

Fig. 5.341 Free Public Bathroom, 
Casasola, 1930 

Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/ob

ject/fotografia%3A3351 

Fig. 5.342 Interior of a Public Bathroom 
Casasola, 1920 

Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/o

bject/fotografia%3A180 
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He is surprised by the use of steam, towels and 
massages, and his ignorance leads him to cause a 
mess. Beyond these comic events, the film shows the 
architectural details of the bathhouse interior, the 
tiled walls, the showers, and beds built in concrete, as 
well as the ritual of visiting these places: getting 
naked, putting on a towel, going to the shower and 
massage area, sharing the steam area with other 
customers, going through the cold shower, and 
finally receiving a clean towel. 
 
The public baths were part of the imaginary of 
popular culture, as described by Oscar Lewis, who 
recounts his stay in the the barrio de Tepito of Mexico 
City in the 1950s, in his book The Children of Sanchez: 
“a poor area with a few small factory warehouses, 
public baths, run-down third class movie theatres, 
overcrowded schools, saloons, pulquerías (taverns 
where pulque, a native alcoholic drink, is sold) and 
many small shops” (Lewis, 2011, p. xxv). 
 
This place is also mentioned in the melodrama 
Campeón sin Corona (1946), directed by Alejandro 
Galindo, but with a different objective. This film 
follows the life of Roberto “El Kid Terranova”, who 
works in a nieves148 shop in the Lagunilla Market while 
trying to become a professional boxer.  He trains in 
the Baños Jordán, public bathrooms located in the Barrio 
de San Juan. The Baños Jordán (formerly known as 
Baños Pajarito) also had a gymnasium, and they were 
well known because famous boxers trained there such 
as Raúl Macias and Lupe Pintor (Allen, 2017, p. 86). 
 

                                                
148 A kind of sorbert made with fruits or other natural ingredients.  

Fig. 5.343 Public Bathrooms of Pajaritos 
n.a. 
Source::http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/sites/defa
ult/files/u13758/foto_3_banos_de_pajaritos_baja.j
pg 

Fig. 5.344 Boxers training in the Los Baños del Jordan  
Casasola, 1928  
Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_
74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A127877 
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Consequently, mentioning this place in this film nurtures the imaginary about this 
practice, place and type of architecture.  
 

Other scenes featuring public bathrooms are included in El camino de la vida (Corona Blake, 

1956), such as when Frijolito and Chinampina are captured by the Department of Public 

Health, who according to the film give them a place to sleep, food and baths. In the film 

these two children appear clean in the market, while other Papeleritos mock them for not 

knowing how to evade the authorities. This film tends to improve the image of the 

government in the face of street children’s problems, coinciding with government 

initiatives at the time. 

 

The public bath persists in the imaginary of Mexico City in later decades, as is mentioned 

in the novel Savage Detectives, by the Chilean writer Roberto Bolaño, published in the 1990s. 

In this work of fiction, cities and characters are mixed, revealing imaginaries of several 

cities. The novel narrates the search for the Mexican poet Cesárea Tinajero by two young 

poets, Chilean Arturo Belano, and the Mexican Ulises Lima. The second part of the book 

consists of fragments corresponding to testimonies of different characters, collecting their 

experiences between 1976 and 1996. Símone Darrieux tells of a strange conversation with 

Ulysses in 1977: 

 
I remember he asked me whether I had ever been to the public baths in Mexico. Of 
course, I hadn’t. They’re the real thing, he said. They have saunas, Turkish baths, steam 
baths. Some of the ones here [Paris] do too, I told him, but they’re more expensive. Not 
in Mexico, he said. In Mexico they’re cheap. I’d never thought twice about Mexican public 
baths, to be honest. Don’t tell me you went to those baths, I said. No, not really, he said. 
Only once or twice (Bolaño, 2015, p. 218).  
 

Through time, the public baths suffered some modifications: the majority of vecindades 

were provided with communal or private bathrooms, which reduced the number of 

visitors and therefore the number of baths required. These factors affected their use and 

made them a private space, especially for homosexuals. Mexican cinema also reflected 

such changes. For example, in the film El Callejon de los Milagros (1995), the baths are where 

Don Rutulio takes his lover Jimmy to have sex. In the scene, the interior of the bathrooms 

is shown: a corridor with multiple doors. Don Rutilio comes to the clerk, pays for the 

bathroom in advance, they assign him a bath and give him towels. Directly the couple 

goes to the assigned bathroom where they start their shower. 
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Places of Power 

Places of power are always presented in contrast to those places that are closest to popular 
groups, and compared to the traditional Centre, these places appear in a reduced number 
of images. Places of power usually appear at the beginning of the film, during a long 
prologue narrating the city’s contradictions. They also appear in specific moments of the 
film, such as when the narrative appeals to modernity or history, demonstrating that 
certain popular groups have limited or no access to modern commodities. 
 
Traditional places appear associated with the daily life of the popular groups; by contrast, 
places of power are associated with commercial dominance, religious power, and the 
State. The Mexican historian Julia Tuñon suggests that dominant places are portrayed as 
a symbol of progress, acquiring almost the status of an ideal model (Tuñón, 2003, p. 131). 
 

5.C.1 Zócalo, Cathedral, National Palace and Government Buildings 

As I noted in chapter 4, the space today occupied by the Plaza de la Costitución, commonly 
known as the Zócalo, and its surrounding buildings were built on top of the heart of 
Tenochtitlan. These buildings implemented a new order of supremacy, constituted by the 
cathedral as religious power, the National Palace at that time as the power of the Crown 
(the Viceroys of New Spain), the Old City Hall representing the power of local entities, 
and economic power represented by the Old Portal de Mercaderes and the market located in 
the main square. This space would undergo several changes over the centuries. For 
instance, the market moved out, the buildings changed their facades, the opening of 
Avenue 20 November at the beginning of the 20th century divided the town hall, among 
other changes. However, this space remained as the heart of the city at a functional and 
symbolic level, even after independence. 
 
Over the years, the Zócalo and its surrounding buildings acquire a meaning in film as the 

heart of the city, the neuralgic centre of the city. As mentioned, the Zócalo was one of 

the first places registered at the end of the 19th century and in selected films, its spaces 

usually appear, whether in isolation or together. The first time it appears is in Perjura 

(Sevilla, 1938), which begins with the intention of locating the story spatially and 

temporally. For this purpose, it uses a close-up shot over the domes and cathedral façade, 

where people can be seen entering for mass. To locate itself in time, text appears stating 

“early twentieth century”. This brief introduction highlights the use of the cathedral as a 

socially recognizable entity, and the timelessness of the cathedral as an old building, which 

allows the director to locate a story there which is set almost 40 years earlier. These spatial 
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and social characteristics locate the cathedral as a place of memory from the outset. This 

approach is shared by the film Las Abandonadas (E. Fernández, 1945). Here the story of 

starts on a beach, where Margarita is deceived by a married man and, due to a sense that 

she has dishonoured the name of her family, has to leave her town. The pregnant 

Margarita arrives in Mexico City, represented through an image of the National Palace 

seen from the cathedral’s bell tower, using both elements, the Cathedral and the National 

Palace, as identifying landmarks of the city. 

 

Los Olvidados (Buñuel, 1951) similarly uses these two buildings to identify Mexico City. 

The scene starts with a voice-over that says “The big modern cities, New York, Paris, 

London, hide behind their magnificent buildings homes of misery harbouring 

malnourished children…” as images of Manhattan’s skyline, the Eiffel Tower, and Big 

Ben appear. The prologue continues to “… in Mexico the great modern city is not the exception 

to the universal rule; that is why this movie, based on real life facts, is not optimistic and leaves the solution 

to the forces of society.”149  During this narration, a camera pans from the National Palace to 

the Cathedral. These buildings are used as landmarks of Mexican culture, such as 

Manhattan’s skyline for New York, the Eiffel Tower for Paris, and Big Ben for London.  

 

In films like ¡Esquina, Bajan! (Galindo, 1948), the Zócalo helps to build the idea of a thriving 

city in full activity, with cars moving in multiple directions. This is followed by the bus 

tour of Don Gregorio and the Regalito from the entrance on the south side of the Zócalo, 

where the city’s Government Buildings appear. In the film El Revoltoso (Martínez Solares, 

1951), the overflowing activity of this space attracts Tin Tan to visit the area of Zócalo, 

searching for a solution for his economic problems. Tin Tan is a meddlesome character 

who ends up complicating simple situations; after he puts his girlfriend (Lupita) into the 

path of a group of assailants, she ends up in jail. Looking for some money to pay Lupita’s 

bond, he decides to go to the Zócalo. 

                                                
149 Own translation.  



 300 

In that moment he finds out that the “fly man” 
who was going to present his show in the 
Cathedral is completely drunk. Needing money, 
Tin Tan pretends to be the “fly man”. In this 
scene, low-angle shots are used to show the 
great height of the cathedral, completing the 
comic sense of the film, and highlighting the 
cathedral’s attributes as a monumental and 
important building. This allows the filmmaker 
to evoke alternative memories to those linked 
with powerful groups, since it was in 1922 that 
Babe White, known as the “fly man”, had 
performed the prodigious feat of climbing the 
cathedral (Villasana & Gómez, 2016).  
 

Likewise, the cathedral appears in the 

background of scenes in films like El Camino de 

la Vida (Corona Blake, 1956). In this film it is 

understood that Frijolito and Chinampina meet 

after working hours in one of the Government 

Buildings. That is why the scene shows the 

Zócalo practically empty, with the cathedral 

illuminated. Similarly, it appears in Distinto 

Amanecer (Bracho, 1943) after Julieta has worked 

a long day in the Cabaret. Dawn arrives and the 

church bells welcome the new day, then the 

Cathedral belfry appears in the background 

while she walks on the 20 de noviembre avenue. 

In these two films the space appears as a 

familiar object.  

 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 5.353 Fly Man 
Casasola, around 1940  
Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_7
4/islandora/object/fotografia%3A205698 

Fig. 5.354 Tin Tan as the Fly Man 
El Revoltoso (Martínez Solares, 1951) 
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Moreover, this space also illustrates the cultural journey that Mercedes and Beatriz follow 

through Salón México (Fernández, 1949), or the visit to the National Palace by Professor 

Rosaura in Río Escondido (Fernández, 1948). Both works are directed by Emilio Fernández, 

whose films are characterized by his identification with his indigenous origins, exposing 

ideals of exaltation, strength and renewing struggle while constantly evoking Mexican-

ness and patriotism (Tuñón, 2008). Cabaretera Mercedes and her sister Beatriz journey 

through the Historic Centre, touring recognizable places with a certain nationalist spirit. 

Through a panning shot from the vicinity of Monte de Piedad, shows the Zócalo, the 

Government Buildings, the National Palace and the Cathedral. The Main Square is shown 

with gardens, elements that were removed in 1958. The Zócalo is presented in full life, with 

multiple cars parked, buses passing on all sides, and busy people crossing the square and 

its surrounding streets. After entering the place, the cathedral appears; a close-up, low-

angle shot shows Mercedes and Beatriz in front of the church.  

 

This shot simultaneously shows the bell tower, emphasizing the sumptuous dimensions 

of the building—similar to shots used in El Revoltoso (Martínez Solares, 1951). This is 

highlighted later by the oral narrative; Mercedes observes the Cathedral in the background 

of the Basilica and confesses “it is so big and so imposing, after being there under its naves everything 

seems to me smaller, more bearable”.150 Both films admire the building, underlining the 

supremacy of the cathedral. In Del brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956), the cathedral 

similarly appears in the film’s introduction, invoking the place in accordance with ideas 

of the authentic and traditional. 

 

It is worth mentioning that this visit to Salón Mexico (Fernández, 1949) takes place 

theoretically on Independence Day, so the denotation of nationalist discourse and the 

symbolism of the cathedral seems appropriate for the date. They finalize the journey with 

the celebration of the Grito de la Independencia, represented by illuminated buildings, music, 

lights and the president’s speech. This sense of nationalism and the commemoration of 

Independence Day is observable in a previous film by Emilio Fernández, Rio Escondido 

(1948), which shows the opportunity of a young teacher, Rosaura, who is commissioned 

by the president of Mexico to educate, and moves to a remote rural village (“Río 

Escondido”). Even though almost the whole film is set in a rural landscape—where she 

fights against the tyrant and oppressor Don Regino— the Historic Centre becomes 

                                                
150 Own translation.  
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essential to the nationalistic narrative. The National Palace embodies powerful memories 

supporting the development of the nation. The first minutes of the film, before she enters 

the fictitious village of Chihuahua, are used to inspire a nationalist discourse and 

disseminate the initiatives of the government to extend education as a way of redeeming 

the Mexican population. Thus the Centre has symbolic relevance as a stimulating 

epicentre of Mexican values and as a place where intellectual power has the energy to 

transform a nation. 

 

The first scene shows a general shot of the cathedral with the Mexican flag waving in the 

forefront. A panning shot moves from the Cathedral to the National Palace. This camera 

movement firstly allows recognition of the emblematic cathedral, but also connects the 

two powers of church and government, a dominance that remains in memory as form of 

control from colonial times. Even its location surrounding the Zócalo, at the heart of the 

city, emphasizes its supremacy over the territory. These scenes are used to show the 

landscape, reflecting an image of economic progress and modernity due to the quantity 

of parked cars and high activity. Suddenly, Rosaura appears in a long shot in front of the 

National Palace, then a general shot from inside the palace shows Rosaura looking up, 

moving into a close-up that emphasizes her expression of admiration and amazement. 

Through use of camera tilt and close-up running from the entrance gate to the highest 

point of the building, the balcony, the bell and another flag appear in the frame. While 

Rosaura admires the bell, it speaks to her: “Yes, I am the bell that calls for freedom to your people, 

I am the bell of sorrows, I ring once a year on the night of September 15 and in my voice beats eternity for 

Mexico.”151 

 

These moving images, in addition to showing the protagonist’s admiration and respect 

for the building, highlight the elements of memorial and commemorative practice known 

as the Grito de Dolores, despite the fact that no exact evidence of the Grito de Dolores has 

been recorded. For Mexicans this ritual commemorates the formal beginning of the war 

of independence. Although celebration of independence dates back to the beginning of 

the 19th century, the bell was moved to Mexico City in 1896. From that time onwards the 

Grito de Dolores ceremony takes place in the Zócalo and in the National Palace. There is no 

specific protocol for this practice, but some of its characteristics are repeated by all 

presidents. The outside part of the ceremony includes the bell, the balcony and a message 

                                                
151 Own translation. 
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where there is a kind of bilateral communication. The president mentions the names of 

the secessionists and the people answer Viva, then the president repeats Viva Mexico 

several times and the people reply Viva. This ceremony ends with the president ringing 

the bell many times. According to Paul Connerton (1989), memorial rites that include 

performance are not only a way of remembering, but also a way in which memory is 

carried in the body, implying a continuity with the past, resisting the present. In this scene, 

although the ritual itself is not practiced, the bell has the power to recall spatial practice 

and speak. The bell is given exclusive attention as a memorial element, and the arrival of 

the bell to the palace is a big event, recorded on film during the Porfirian era. 

 

In order to not miss her appointment, Rosaura hurriedly runs into the building. However, 

she is contacted by another patriotic spirit, the Patio, which says: “I am the main patio of the 

palace of Cortez and Juárez, the courtyard of the presidents of Mexico and the heart of your country. If 

you feel that you are overwhelmed with the weight of my greatness, it is because I am the story; I know 

what you are coming to and the emotion that overwhelms you. You will see the president of the republic; 

up there is his office; go up the stairs.” Pointing out the Spanish Cortez and Juárez to tie the 

relationship of the cultures that symbolize Mexico, the voice concludes with the 

importance and presence of the president. This characterization of supremacy is 

reinforced by moving images. The main patio is registered with low and high-angle shots, 

and the high-angle panoramic shot used to display the protagonist barely distinguishes 

her in the immense patio, emphasizing the omnipotence of the architectural space. The 

low-angle shots are combined with close-up on Rosaura’s face, as the feeling of patriotism 

and admiration invades her. 

 

This group of buildings is also recorded in the films of the 1960s and 70s, particularly in 

Suerte te dé Dios (Gazcón, 1961), Tívoli (Isaac, 1975) and Los Caifanes (Ibáñez, 1967). In the 

first film, they appear briefly in the background as the protagonists escape with treasure. 

The masons (protagonists) escape with Linda, the jealous girlfriend of the owner of the 

building where the treasure was found. In a sequence of images, the car moves through 

the night-time streets of the centre. As they don’t know where to go, the Zócalo appears 

in the scene as a reference place known by two social classes, the rich Linda and the two 

poor masons. When she arrives at the Zócalo, Linda asks them where to go, to which 

Varillas replies, “cross the Zócalo until you arrive at the road.”152 They soon leave the Zócalo 

                                                
152 Own translation. 
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area, where the cathedral, the National Palace and the Government Buildings are 

illuminated.  

 

In the film El hombre de papel (Rodríguez, 1963) these landmarks appear in the introduction, 

through an aerial view of the city, later locating the scavenger Adán with his dog, checking 

the garbage dumps of the Old Portal de Mercaderes. In the background, we hear the traffic 

of the city, and as Adán is distracted by a doll in the trash, suddenly a car squeals as it runs 

over the dog. In other words, the Zócalo serves as a reference space at the beginning of 

the film, while also being an obvious place of work agitated by activity and traffic.  

 

Another night scene appears in the film Los Caifanes (Ibáñez, 1967). Eager for mischief, a 

young group decides to steal a wreath from a funeral home, and after a series of misdeeds 

and unexpected problems, they are forced to steal a hearse. As they are chased by the 

police and do not know what to do with the car, the leader of the gang decides to leave it 

in an obvious place. Beforehand he picks up his girlfriend, an elderly prostitute. Seen in 

the middle of the night, in a general shot, the Zócalo is completely empty and clear. The 

background of the scene is the cathedral; illuminated in the foreground is a Christmas 

decoration with the year 1967 inscribed on it. Through a bird’s-eye view, the car arrives 

on the Zócalo, then a long shot shows a car parked in front of the Palacio Nacional while 

in the background, the chimes of the cathedral are heard. A panoramic view then shows 

the extension of the Zócalo and all the surrounding buildings. Aside from the Zócalo, these 

scenes seem intended to show the mythical nightlife of the area. The possibility of a 

completely empty Zócalo is barely admitted in other films. The cathedral also plays a special 

role, reinforced by cinematographic language. A wide shot frames the car with the 

cathedral in the background, and the car seems small compared to its illuminated majesty. 

The caifanes and the couple run rapidly out of the car, all in different directions, to Madero 

Street, 20 de Noviembre Avenue and Moneda Street.  

 

The prostitute gets slowly out of the hearse, then stops, observing the panorama. The 

camera follows her slowly walking towards the old Portal de Mercaderes. These pictures 

illustrate the contrast between the religious-monumental city and the city of popular sin, 

recalling that the prostitute is the protagonist of the night and the one who experiences 

abandonment. Even if the image of the cathedral is highlighted, the predominant role is 
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that of the prostitute. In this way the film challenges the concept of religiosity and 

monumentality.  

 

By contrast, in Tívoli (Isaac, 1975) the power the film challenges belongs to local 

government. Without hope, the artists of the Tivolí decide to travel around the centre in 

a truck, protesting against demolitions. A sequence of images shows their arrival at the 

Zócalo, a symbolic place of resistance. In the background is the imposing cathedral, as the 

camera follows the truck until it is parked at the square. A close-up of the windows of the 

Government Palace, followed by a reestablishment shot, shows the whole panorama of 

the protest. The truck is stopped by the police, requesting that they leave. Obviously, 

these scenes are also used to show the picturesqueness of the landscape, while the close-

up on the building is an allegorical reference to the city’s power. Besides this, these scenes 

have a double objective, since they also evidence scarce public attendance and lack of 

interest, as well as the use of police force to prevent the protests. This is a place where 

power is both built and challenged; that is to say that it is at the same time a place of 

collective memory and a place of historical memory. 

 

In the 1980s and 90s this group of buildings reappears, but with varying purposes. In the 

films El Mexicano Feo (Crevenna, 1984) and El callejon de los Milagros (Fons, 1995), this area 

is part of the daily life of the Centre’s inhabitants. In El Mexicano Feo, the urban landscape 

is shaped by Meliton’s work as an organ grinder, while in El callejon de los Milagros this 

space serves a supposedly chance meeting between Don Rutilio and Jimmy; what better 

place to coincide than in this familiar recurring area? The Zócalo also appears in the film 

Ratas de la ciudad (Trujillo, 1986). While Pedro is looking for his son in the Center, several 

emblematic places appear: Bellas Artes, Francisco Madero Street and the Cathedral. However, 

as mentioned earlier in this chapter, these films are characterized by showing spaces that 

had been part of restoration projects, usually linked to the purposes of tourism. In urban 

projects from 1976 to 1991, based on heritage discourses, the area was rehabilitated and 

some spaces like the National Palace were restored (Delgadillo, 2011, pp. 448–455). I do 

not question the symbolic role of area; rather I would propose that it is not by coincidence 

that said space appears in the films I have discussed. 
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5.C.2 Alameda and Modern Buildings 

During Santa (Moreno, 1932), Hipolito falls madly in love with Santa, and constantly asks 

Genarillo about her beauty. The child repetitively looks for new ways to explain her 

attractiveness to the blind Hipolito, and in one of the scenes he decides to make a 

gorgeous allusion: “imagine [Hipolito] is a statue like those of the Alameda”. This gives us an 

understanding that both the poor child and the blind man know the area very well. The 

Alameda Central is the oldest and most traditional public park in Mexico City, inaugurated 

at the end of the 16th century. This territory, although created by the wealthy classes, has 

also been used and appropriated by the popular classes, as is illustrated by Diego Rivera 

mural in his mural painting, Sueños de una tarde dominical en la Alameda Central (1946–1947). 

Here he portrays the story of Mexico through historical personalities, and evokes the 

struggle of classes and popular movements, represented by various figures. According to 

Angela Giglia (2016), Alameda has been a constant source of appropriative conflicts, and 

even resistance from the lower classes. I have placed it within Places of Power, although 

in some films it is a recreation space for popular groups. I place it in this way because in 

most films, it is associated with other cultural, government or commercial buildings, or 

even all of them together. However, I stress that, as mentioned by Giglia, it is a territory 

under debate, and I will discuss these details further in the next chapter. 

  

Fig. 5.402 Mural “Sueños de una tarde dominical en Alameda Central”  
Diego Rivera, 1946-1947  
Wikipologus 
Source::https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sue%C3%B1o_de_una_Tarde_Dominical_en_la_Alameda_Central#/media/File:Sue%C3
%B1o_de_una_tarde_dominical_en_la_Alameda_Central_(Dream_of_a_Sunday_Afternoon_in_the_Alameda_Central).jpg 
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According to the films I have selected, modernity and progress are supported by the 

ambitions and the evil of man. Spaces of modernity and urbanity are represented mainly 

by Juárez Avenue and Alameda Park, as well as their closest buildings. In the context of 

the selected films, images of Alameda and Bellas Artes appear for the first time in the film 

Los muertos hablan (Soria, 1935), in a shot showing the student Eduardo escaping from the 

police. These shots can be considered flashes of modernity, particularly due to the use of 

camera movement to transmit speed. However, the places only appear very rapidly.  

 

The film En la palma de tu Mano (1951) by Roberto Gavaldón, follows the audacities of a 
scammer pretending to be an astrologer, Prof. Jaime Karin, who also has clairvoyant 
powers. According to him these powers allow him to decipher the mysteries of the future 
and solve personal anxieties. His lover Clara works in a beauty salon, where she cares for 
upper-class women, a perfect place to listen to the gossip and stories of Karin’s clients. 
Karin’s visions include knowledge of the past; therefore his clientele usually pay him for 
his silence. His small business is located in Garcia Lorca Alley, and its neighbourhood 
atmosphere is portrayed in the film. This small alley was located in one of the sides of the 
church of Corpus Cristi (the current headquarters of the General Archive of Notaries). In 
the sixties this alley was occupied by buildings of the Alameda Complex, which were 
affected by the 1985 earthquakes and demolished to build Plaza Juárez instead. In one of 
the scenes, while leaving his mysterious alley for a date with Clara, Karin has a 
conversation with the illiterate Doña Carmelita. She sells newspapers at the corner 
between the alley and Juárez Avenue. As he greets Doña Carmelita, a long shot shows the 
Hemicycle to Benito Juárez, and in front of it, the traffic of the city. This image of congestion 
as a sign of modernity is also supported by the background sound of the car’s engine and 
horn noises. Around this time the national territory had around 200,000 cars, most of 
them in the Mexican capital (INEGI, 1994, p. 695). However, the scene seems to 
exaggerate the liveliness of the metropolis.  
 
Karin’s role as a thug does not consist in simply stealing; rather his interest is in taking 
advantage of the dishonest circumstances of the rich. He tries to blackmail the widow 
Ana Romano, since he suspects that the widow and her nephew are involved in the 
murder of Mr. Romano. As a meeting point for the delivery of the money, the price of 
Karin’s silence, the professor indicates “La Taberna del Greco”, which also appears several 
times in the film. This site was located in the Hotel Regis on Juárez Avenue (the place 
occupied today by the Plaza de la Solidaridad), one of the most emblematic and luxurious 
hotels during the 1940s and 1950s (Bautista, 2015, p. 7). In 1985, due to earthquakes, this 
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hotel collapsed, but among the population it is still common to point out the greatness of 
this hotel. Sometimes it is used as symbol of the buildings lost in the centre during the 
tragic earthquake. This building is also mentioned in Las Abandonas (E. Fernández, 1945), 
when Juan asks a car driver to take him “to the best hotel in Mexico”. After an argument 
between Juan and the hotel’s receptionist, the receptionist offers them the best room. 
When he goes up in the elevator with them, he says “I will install you personally in the best 
hotel room… I hope the lady likes it. The room has two balconies on Juárez Avenue”. Juárez Avenue 
is located in front of Alameda Central, and during the 1940s and ’50s it housed high-class 
hotels and restaurants. Even if this place was not defined by the film as a popular place, 
it shows the opposing imaginaries that were constructed about this Alameda, in 
comparison to the Alameda suggested in the film of Santa (Moreno, 1932), sustaining the 
contradictions and controversies of the place.  
 
In fact, Juárez Avenue is the site that appears most times in the selected films of these 
decades, although usually only briefly. It is typically full of automobiles and vigorousness, 
portraying modern and thriving life. This space is recognizable, since located inside it are 
other identifiable spaces such as the aforementioned Bellas Artes and Alameda, but also the 
Torre Latinoamericana at the end of the avenue. 
 
These buildings appear in the film Dos mundos y un amor (1954), directed by Alfredo B. 
Crevenna, situated around the construction of the Torre Latinoamericana. The film tells the 
story of the young, provincial Ricado Anaya, who has emerged from the misery of his 
town to study architecture. He meets the famous foreign pianist Silvia Anderse and they 
fall in love. Ricardo is frustrated and self-conscious due to the poverty he has lived 
through; they face cultural differences that will cause a decisive turning point in the 
storyline. Filled with ambition and dreams, he wants to build buildings as high as possible, 
but has to overcome various challenges related to his knowledge as well as to the 
hierarchical structures of the employment schemes. 
 
This work has a modern awareness, expressing the melodramatic logic of dualities 
between the modern and the traditional. This conflict is expressed when Ricardo, standing 
before his first jury, proudly argues, “In my project I managed to suppress the piloting and the 
foundation.”153 However, what for the architect was an innovative project, for the jury 
produces the opposite effect and the consequent non-approval of his thesis. Furious, 
Ricardo lashes out at the jury: “Excuse me, it is not my fault that I try to make a better and more 

                                                
153 Own transalation. 
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modern architecture.”154 However, he manages to perfect his degree project of a 43-story 
skyscraper. Ricardo is in charge of the construction of the building, and as part of his 
payment, he and his wife will be able to inhabit the last floor of the building for twenty 
years: “Silvia, I will build for you the tallest building in all of Latin America. And at the top of the 
43rd floor, for us alone, we will make our house: a penthouse. Do you understand? Above all, dominate 
the city.”155 
 

Ricardo’s character is built in parallel with his 
work; while his relationship with his wife falls 
apart the construction of the work suffers serious 
problems. This deterioration in both cases is due 
to the ambition of Ricardo, which leads him to 
deceive and betray people, such as a colleague 
who helped him to attain a good post in a major 
company, or blame a fire on workers that was 
caused by his own negligence. Mired in ambition, 
Ricardo forgets his wife and his humility. The 
Torre Latinoamericana in this film symbolizes 
progress, but also forgetfulness of tradition and 
moral values.  

 
The Torre Latinoamericana works as an analogy for the way in which modernity displaces, 

destroys and erases older structures. There are multiple images of and allusions to this 

building during the film, showing the building itself, models, structures and even a cake 

in the form of the tower. In 1954, the Torre Latinoamericana was already entering the final 

phase of a long process of construction. The company La Latinoamericana, Seguros de Vida, 

S.A. proposed to replace its old installations with a modern construction that could also 

function as publicity for the company. For such work they proposed to build the tallest 

building in the city, in the Historic Centre, at the junction between Madero Street and San 

Juan de Letán Avenue (Eje Central).  

 

The tower, measured from the base to the tip of the television antenna installed at the 

top, is 182 metres high. According to Georgina Montes de Oca (2017, pp. 183–187) the 

                                                
154 Own transalation. 
155 Own transalation. 

Fig. 5.403 Cake of Torre Latinoamericana 
Dos mundos y un amor (B. Crevenna, 1954) 
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publicity surrounding the tower itself was scarce; it was the tower and its construction 

process that was used as a reference-point for other advertising. At that time there were 

hardly any texts on the characteristics of this architectural project. However, a few years 

later, the Torre Latinoamericana began to appear in films as a reference to modernity; for 

example, it appears in the films Del Brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956) and El Camino 

de la Vida (Corona Blake, 1956). 

 

Tangential to Juárez Avenue was Francisco Madero Street, the avenue formerly known as 

San Juan Letrán (known today as Eje Central Lázaro Cardenas). This road was used in 

films to show the city’s landscapes. This avenue features some old buildings, such as the 

Post Office Palace and the Bank of Mexico, as well as modern buildings such as the 

Guardiola Building and the now-disappeared La Mariscala Building. 

 

These buildings are used as spatial referents in the film Distinto Amanecer (Bracho, 1943). 

As I have mentioned, this film is about a nocturnal journey in which Octavio and his old 

friend from university, Julieta, seek to recover some papers showing the corruption of the 

governor, Vidal. Although the introduction pretends to frame the story within any city of 

the contemporary world, the urban environment of the Historic Centre is recognizable. 

The introduction to this fictional city starts with the aerial view of the Juárez Avenue. The 

shoot shows the city during the day, when it is possible to observe the Edificio Corcuera 

building, finalized in 1934 and destroyed with the 1957 earthquake. This building also 

appears in one of the scenes of La ilusión viaja en tranvía (Buñuel, 1954). 

 

The journey starts with a shot from outside of the historic building of the Excelsior156 

(located in Bucareli Avenue). As already mentioned, in this scene, the Papeleritos are selling 

the newspaper whose front page announces the death of Armando Ruelas. The camera 

rapidly moves into a close-up on a traffic light, then shows a high-contrast picture of dark 

silhouettes of people with trams passing behind them. Suddenly night arrives, and with it 

the streetlights, leaving life in darkness as it shows an advertisement for Palacio de Hierro, 

a department store situated on 20 Noviembre Avenue, which was also mentioned in 

Ropavejero (Gómez Muriel, 1947). When the Ropavejero does not have money to buy an 

item, a maid tells him “you need credit payment”157— a known practice for the lower classes. 

                                                
156 A newspaper founded in 1917.  
157 Own translation. 
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Don Cyrilo replies, “not at all, it is a small commercial extension, you can request information about 

the seriousness of my business in the Palacio de Hierro, Liverpool, Mercantile Centre, Casa Sirc and 

other important commercial establishments.”158 He uses the terminology “commercial extension” to 

evade the fact that he does not carry money, denying his social condition, while linking it 

to commercial institutions historically belonging to the upper class. 

 

Furthermore, in the film Distinto amanecer (Bracho, 1943), Octvaio and Julieta try to escape 

from Governor Vidal’s gangs by using the basement carpark in the Guardiola Bulding., 

The elevator is shown, and the interior details of its floor and doors. These last elements 

also appear in Salón Mexico (Fernández, 1949), when Paco, the cruel and ruthless villain of 

the story, tries to rob the safe of a workers’ cooperative. The police arrive, and the interior 

of the building is shown. Later, as he attempts to escape over the rooftops, the camera 

reveals numerous streets and buildings of the centre, such as the Mariscala. Although not 

all of them are recognizable, the streets all seem still busy in the middle of the night. 

Important contrasts of architectural language are exposed in this tour, showing modern 

buildings in the vicinity of the bank. 

 

These same buildings, El Moro and La Nacional, alongside Reforma Avenue, also appear in 

the introduction of Vagabunda (Morayta, 1950) already discussed. They are used as 

emblematic places of memory in the modern city, symbolising the oppression of spaces 

belonging to the hopeless and the poor. In the series of images that follow, advertisement 

lights predominate, demonstrating the booming city at night. In the 1940s, during the 

economic growth of Mexico, the city was suffering a transformation, and this idea of a 

transforming city is reflected in film.   

 

During the 1960s and ’70s, the area near Alameda appears several times, in four of the five 

films selected. In the film Suerte the dé Dios (Gazcón, 1961), it appears briefly in the scene 

where Lupe and Varillas flee together with Linda in her car. The Cinema Variedad appears 

in the background on Juárez Avenue. In El hombre de papel (Rodríguez, 1963), this area 

appears many times. In the first scenes it is part of Adán’s daily life searching through 

garbage. We also see Bellas Artes, the Guardiola Building and the destroyed building of the 

Social Security Center, Hidalgo. This area appears a second time when Adan is followed 

by the police in the Hemiciclo de Juárez, after fleeing the bank, the interior of which will also 

                                                
158 Own translation.  
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appear in the film. The Alameda area appears one last time, when Adan mistakenly thinks 

that with $10,000 MXN, he is a millionaire. In this scene he travels the nearby streets, 

looking into the shop windows full of model cars and real estate prospects, with the 

ambition of buying them. He even comes to think that with $10,000 MXN it is possible 

to buy the Torre Latinoamericana. This area is therefore used to express the tacit value of 

purchasing power, consolidating it as a place of memory associated with economic power. 

 

Similarly, Cada quién con su vida (Bracho, 1960) suggests this idea, but transforms it into a 

synonym for hope. When dawn arrives on the first of January, all the visitors begin to 

leave the Cabaret “El Paraiso”. Suddenly Brich arrives, the boyfriend of La Penas. He 

announces to her that he is free from the impediments that prevented them from being 

together. Such an announcement is a surprise for La Penas, and consequently she runs 

desperately to the terrace of the building. An image of the urban landscape emerges: old 

deteriorated buildings, with roofs full of covachas,159 and several deteriorated objects. As 

La Penas runs, crying, the cupolas of the Temple of Regina de Coeli appear in the shot. When 

the bells ring, La Penas tries to commit suicide, tormented by a terminal illness. Brich 

appears just time to rescue her, and she confesses to having a brain tumour. With the 

crowing of the rooster, the sound of the railway, and with their eyes on the horizon, she 

and Brich decide to welcome the new day, year and life. An analogy associated with the 

landscape takes place. Hope only appears when these characters are looking at the horizon 

of the future, where modern buildings are found, particularly the Torre Latinoamericana. 

That is to say, in this scene, the contrast of antiquity and modernity is at stake; one means 

destruction of being, and the other re-creation of being. According to this vision the city 

landscape is an unceasing reminder that well-being means economic power, the modern 

world reflected by the Torre Latinoamericana. 

 

In the film Los Caifanes (Ibáñez, 1967), the Alameda and Torre Latinoamericana appear in 

different scenes. At night the Alameda functions as a meeting point, where the Caifanes 

meet after having left the hearse in the Zócalo; that is to say it functions as a transversal 

reference point for the rich classes (Paloma and Jaime) and the poor classes (the caifanes). 

  

                                                
159 Poor Housing or room, usually small and dark. 
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In addition, in this space is appropriated by the 

popular classes during the night, where the Caifanes 

play while they are waiting for Paloma and Estilos. 

The Torre Latinoamericana appears when the 

Caifanes are in the square of the Church of Santa 
Veracruz, where the camera pauses for a few 

seconds to display the building. The Torre 
Latinoamericana was already part of the imaginaries 

of the Centre, not only for its economic value but 

also its physical characteristics. This building, until 

1972, was considered the tallest building in Mexico 

City. In fact, in a government publication of 1975, 

they used the dimension of the Torre Latinoamericana 

to explain the depth of an excavation for deep 

drainage, showing that at that time it was already a 

landmark and a place of memory.   
 

This same idea is expressed in the film Sin remitente 
(Carrera, 1995), in which Don Andres desperately 

looks for his secret admirer, who writes to him 

saying that she will commit suicide. Don Andres 

arrives at the entrance of the Torre Latinoamericana 

and asks, “is this the tallest building in Mexico?”  To 

which the employee answers, “not the highest one, 

but the most beautiful”. The Alameda returns to 

appear again in the film El mexicano feo (Crevenna, 

1984) and Ratas de la Ciudad (Trujillo, 1986), again 

expressing these ideas. In El mexicano feo, it appears 

in the course of Meliton’s daily life as an organ 

grinder, and in Ratas de la Ciudad, the Alameda is 

shown as the ideal place for criminal children to 

steal a bag from a passerby. On the other hand, the 

Bellas Artes appears as part of Pedro’s search for his 

lost son. The Alameda and Bellas Artes were part of 

the restoration projects of the time. 

Fig. 5.445  Ilustration of the dimension to the drainage works 
MEXICO – DUDF, 1975, p.12. 
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5.C.3 University  

The origins of the University as an educational institution date back to the 16th century, 
but the National University of Mexico was created in 1910, during the Porfirio Díaz era, 
occupying various buildings in the centre of the city. It is not a coincidence that the 
University and student life is linked to the Centre. 
 
Los Muertos Hablan (1935), directed by Gabriel Soria, tells the story of Professor Jimenez, 
an old doctor and passionate instructor. He is inspired by a mad theory that the retina of 
the human eye retains the last image of a person’s life, and thus makes it possible to solve 
cases of homicide. This crazy theory leads him to steal dead bodies to perform his 
experiments, which causes problems for the provincial and intelligent student Eduardo 
Molina. This movie attempts to portray student life of the 1930s, showing images of 
different university buildings. For instance, the faculty of medicine appears, the film 
showing its inner courtyards and its entrance through fixed frames. The camera also 
zooms in to reveal its frieze and architectural details; the octagonal entrance distinguishes 
it from other buildings of the area. This emblematic building was built in 1737, mainly 
because it housed the tribunal of the inquisition, and from 1854 the medical school was 
located there, until its transfer in 1956. Prof. Jimenez does not comply with the assigned 
study plan, and instead tries to explain his experiments, generating discontent among the 
undergraduates, and resulting in an organized group of students taking their 
demonstration to the rectorate, located in the Antiguo Colegio San Idelfonso (Rectory). The 
university facilities are taken over by a large group of undergraduates requesting the 
professor’s dismissal. This highlights the importance of student demonstrations, which 
mark the memory of the space.  
 
Education remains an important aspect of the construction of power and the image of 
modernism in this period. The 1940s were characterized by the polarization of two 
orientations: liberal and popular. The administration of Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940–
1946), gave new characteristics to the development of the university, whose objective was 
to satisfy the needs of growth and productivity in the modern economy (Gómez Nashiki, 
2003). Education and institutions of assistance (dining rooms, dormitories, transport) 
promoted by the popular current were repressed (ibid). These changes generated 
discomfort in the student community. In the film Mil estudiantes y una muchacha (1941) 
directed by Juan Bustillo, the Professor Atenedoro Soriano is an expert in international 
law. He faces a panorama of law students whose strikes and demonstrations are the order 
of the day. Through comedy, the film parodies not only students who do not study, but 
also educated society, who with a vast vocabulary and tangled sentences end up saying 
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nothing or not changing anything. That is, the film gives an account of how a popular 
social class changes with the ideal of becoming a modern and literate society.  
 
The students were far from being docile, or slobs, as these films portrayed them. 
However, films from this period aim to weaken a vision of the university community as 
true social actors. Some ridicule the actions of the students, while others propose that 
they are passive. These films are used to legitimize government projects: “Consciously or 
not, the filmmakers are doubtlessly like anyone else who serve[s] a cause or an ideology 
either explicitly or without asking themselves questions” (Ferro, 1992, p. 15). The story 
of Mil estudiantes y una muchacha takes places mainly in the faculty of law, the building of 
Antigua Escuela Jurisprudencia. The building was founded in 1593 to house the Convent of 
Santa Catalina de Siena, and in 1908 the School of Jurisprudence settled there until 1954, 
when it was moved. The film’s comic vision aims to portray the university life of that time 
using five stock characters: the intelligent one, the eternal student, the handsome one, and 
two troublemakers. These characters call themselves the “wise scholars without study”, surely 
referring to the memory of the university group known as the ‘Seven wise ones’ or 
‘Generation 1915’, activists whose goal was to propagate culture amongst students. The 
founders were all law students in the Escuela Nacional de Jurisprudencia, although later this 
society was open to other careers.  
 
This group emerged in the midst of a revolution, and at that time Mexico was experiencing 
intense changes in its ideological structures. Political concern led several of its members 
to demonstrate through university militancy. The Generation 1915 also assumed the 
defence of university autonomy, as well as vindication of the need to open spaces of 
political power to intellectuals. Unfortunately, this group did not last more than a decade, 
and autonomy would not come until 1929. The generation of the 1930s was considered 
unruly and rebellious, but not revolutionary (Krauze, 1999), yet the name of the ‘wise 
group’ remained in the memory of Mexicans of the ’40s. This surely gave rise to the 
criticism of the students and their group that this film proposes.  The film parodies 
university life and accuses the students of being disrespectful, dishonest and exploitative, 
in addition to starting unfounded protests, such as the one against the new Prof. 
Atenedoro Soriano. Despite this subtle yet direct criticism of the students, the film also 
presents another vision of the student group, who granted dynamism to the territory 
through spatial practices such as student demonstrations and their recognizable porras.160  

                                                
160 Loud songs or chants repeated by groups of people to demonstrate their support for, or discontentment with, 
particular groups, individuals, ideas or goals. 
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Contrary to this fighting spirit, other films reflected a somewhat aristocratic view of 
student life, particularly La mujer que engañamos (1944) and Crepusculo (1944), two 
melodramas that show images of the school of fine arts. The first was directed by 
Humberto Gómez, based on the story of a middle-class couple, and narrates Eduardo 
Fernández’s life at the beginning of the century. He seeks success through painting, but 
cheats on his wife, leading him to misfortune. Although the film does not have greater 
exterior images, they give importance to the Academia de San Carlos. This place dates back 
to colonial times and its building stands at the corner between the streets Academia and 
Moneda. In this film importance is placed on the traditional dance celebrated each year as 
a means of social cohesion, while in Julio Bracho’s Crepúsculo (1944), the doctor Alejandro 
Mangino is seized by dark forces, tormented by desire for Lucia, who is the wife of his 
best friend, the architect Ricardo Molina. Likewise, the Academia de San Carlos shows how 
the students belong to a trained and privileged class, with the images paying special 
attention to the school’s interior, through a tilt that shows its glass dome and the 
sculptural pieces of its central patio. Some images of important buildings also appear, 
such as the facade and classrooms of the Escuela de Medicina.  
 
Nevertheless, the intellectual vision characterizes the young students as docile apprentices 
who follow the voice of their mentor, an idea far from reality. Over the years new facilities 
for the university were built, and in the 1950s the university gradually transferred to the 
Ciudad Universitaria. With this the social life that emerged around the university in the 
Centre would also disappear. However, the Academia de San Carlos was used again as a 
location in the film Dos mundos y un amor (Crevenna, 1954), where the young provincial 
Ricardo Anaya studies architecture. Similarly to previous movies, the shots pay attention 
to the interior, specifically to the courtyard.  Again, this place emerged as a symbol of the 
student life of the time, therefore the manner of being of a (disappeared) group converts 
this space into a place of memory. Although today the academic activities of the Centre 
have changed these buildings, they remain as strong place of memory worth discussing, 
as shown in the next chapter. 
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5.C.4 Museum and Historical Artefacts 

Education and training were integrated into different areas of the city; in the film El signo 

de la muerte (1939), the museum is important as modern educational space. However, as 

some of the films discussed have already shown, the imaginary of modernization seems 

synonymous with morbid experiences. This mystery and comedy film, directed by Chano 

Urueta, focusses on the mysterious murders of young women, whose hearts have been 

ripped out. A young journalist, Carlos Manzano, and his intrepid rival, the journalist Lola 

Ponce, investigate the events, in which Doctor Gallardo is involved.  

 

Gallardo is a famous archaeologist whose aims include the restitution of indigenous 

dominance. Among the film locations is the Museo Nacional de Arqueología, Hisotia y 

Etnografía, where Cantinflas and Dr. Gallardo work, and where Dr. Gallardo gives a master 

lecture on the disappearance of part of the Codice Xilitla. The National Museum, in 

addition to being a story location, keeps its institutional purposes of conservation and 

historical, ethnographic and anthropological study, bringing to the screen the exhibition 

and dissemination of ancient cultures which have played an important part in the 

ideological foundation of Mexican culture since independence.  

 

According to Jerome Monnet (1995), the interest in archaeological artifacts emerged in 

the 18th century with the discovery of Piedra del Sol as a testament to ancient culture (idem). 

In fact, the Piedra del Sol appears in the film as an artefact displayed in the museum.  

 

This film evokes a literal, mythical and timeless memory by drawing attention to the 

codices as testimonies of the pre-Hispanic past, and revitalizing them through 

cinematographic fiction. The codex, according to the filmic argument seeks the restitution 

of the oppressed peoples:  

 
There will come from the sea white and bearded men to ravage these kingdoms, and 
times will collapse, and the immortal gods will sleep, until the day when the last 
descendant of Quetzalcoatl makes offerings to the gods of the hearts of four predestined 
maidens. On that day of Glory the hearts of the White Men will dry up and the son of 
Quetzalcoatl will reign over all his subjects (CODICE XILITLA)161 

 

 

 

                                                
161 Own translation. 
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This idea of the resistance of ancient cultures is also 

supported by architecture, via the fictional temple 

where human sacrifices are carried out. The fictional 

city is reconstructed in the film through scenography 

using real ornaments and forms, such as the 

decoration with mexicas symbols and a reproduction 

of the stairs topped with feathered serpents. This 

forgery of the city supports the mystified knowledge 

of the great Tenochtitlan buried under Mexico City, 

specifically in its historic centre. In the story, access 

to this underground city is reached through the 

office of Dr. Gallardo, when the heroes plan to 

rescue the maidens. The camera moves into a close-

up on the plan of the location and a sketch of the 

underground city. Later, they will be surrounded by 

caves.  

 

The filmic language and its montage techniques 

highlight the idea of the mythical buried city, an 

imaginary that still lives and resists inside the 

memory of the citizens, although the film was a 

failure for its producers and went unnoticed by 

critics (García Riera, 1992, p. 98). The introduction 

features cinematographic images representing the 

wars of conquest, and the museum and the fictitious 

indigenous city become repositories of collective 

memory, based on the ideas of a legendary pre-

Hispanic past. 

 

This memory of the mythic Tenochtitlan and their 

traditions is also promoted by other films. For 

example, in the the film Salon México (Fernández, 

1949), Mercedes and Beatriz visit the museum 

during the festivities of independence.  

 

Fig. 5.465 Architectural details  
El signo de la muerte (Urueta, 1939) 

Fig. 5.466 Plan of the underground city  
El signo de la muerte (Urueta, 1939) 

Fig. 5.467 Underground City 
El signo de la muerte (Urueta, 1939) 
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The Piedra del Sol is also used to evoke the knowledge of Tenochtitlan. Other memories 
of Tenochtitlan are presented in a subtler form; for example, in the film Los Caifanes 
(Ibáñez, 1967), particularly in the use of albur162 to communicate between the Caifanes. In 
one of the scenes, El Azteca recalls “Mexico is a lake, and my heart diving.” This recalls the 
allegory that pre-Hispanic Mexico was indeed a lake, and at the same time hints at multiple 
opportunities that the city offers. Another example is found at the end of the film Lola 
(Novaro, 1989), when Lolas’s daughter, looking at the skyline, tries to find different forms 
in the landscape, and says that “looks like a little train, those swings seem like houses from a distance, 
and that one looks like Tenochtitlan”. Even though the film does not show what she is looking 
at, it insinuates images to suggest various forms, including Tenochtitlan, revealing that 
even for a little kid an image of the mythic Tenochtitlan exists and obviously was 
transmitted to her.  This memory is also represented in the use of traditional dancers in 
the film El mexicano feo (Crevenna, 1984). The dancers appear for a few seconds while 
Meliton walks with his grinder around the Historic Centre, and he dances with them. In 
fact, it was at the beginning of the 20th century that the dances spread as folkloric cultural 
expressions, and took on spectacular features (Olivas Hernández, 2014, p. 40), 
incorporating a mystified vision of the Aztec past (ibid).  
 

 

                                                
162 It is a play of world that is charged with double meanings. 
  

Fig. 5.468 Dancers with plumes and maracas 
Casasola, around 1958 
Mediateca INAH 
Source: https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A405136 
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Various historical artefacts are used in the film, some appearing for a few seconds, serving 
more as markers of space than as commemorations. For example, the film El Automóvil 
Gris (E. Rosas, 1919) uses the monument dedicated to José María Morelos found in the 
square of La Ciudadela. This is used to insinuate that the Granda has been captured at La 
Ciudadela. Other examples in the same film are the statue of the El caballito, used to situate 
the police station of the film in the avenue Reforma. In fact, this fountain was moved 
multiple times. During the colonial era, its original location was in the main square, the 
Zócalo, but due its symbolism as an icon commemorating the Spanish crown, this element 
was moved from the square.  
 
In 1852 it was established in Reforma 
Avenue. This monument appears 
again in the film El Mexicano Feo 
(Crevenna, 1984), in its new and 
current location at Tolsa Square since 
1979. Similar ideas happen with the 
monument Ángel de la Independica in 
the films Santa (Moreno, 1932), Los 
Muertos hablan (Soria, 1935), or later in 
the ’80s in the film Ratas de la ciudad 
(Trujillo, 1986). In the three films the 
mentioned monument appears for 
just a few seconds in the background. 
The said monument is found in the 
Paseo de la Reforma, also known as 
Reforma Avenue. This monument was 
constructed for the commemoration 
of Mexican independence, during the 
government of Porfirio Díaz.  In the 
same avenue, other monuments are 
also found, such as the fountain of La 
Diana Cazadora. This monument was 
inaugurated in 1942 as part of a 
project to embellish the City, and 
appears in various films, such as La 
ilusión viaja en tran vía  (Buñuel, 1954) 
and Los Caifanes (Ibáñez, 1967). 

Fig. 5.469 Fountain “Diana Cazadora”,  
Casasola, around 1950  
Mediateca INAH 
Source: :https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandor
a/object/fotografia%3A107672 
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Fig. 5.470 Diana Cazadora 
Los Caifanes (Ibañez, 1967) 

In Los Caifanes the monument has a special role in challenging authority, due to the scene 

in which Azteca puts underwear on the statue, ridiculing the ultraconservative society 

that, after its inauguration in the 1940s, requested that underwear should be placed on 

naked sculptures, arguing that this was for Christian and moral motives. For that reason, 

the sculptor, Juan Olaguíbel built semi-solid bronze underpants to cover his work 

 
The year that the film was recorded coincided with preparations for the 1968 Olympics 
in Mexico, for which the aforementioned loincloth was removed. Thus the statue 
recovered the state of its original conception, totally naked. In this scene, the irony of 
dressing a semi-naked monument poses the question of what a monument is for and what 
it represents. A system of monuments imposed in the 1940s no longer has any meaning 
for a new generation. Obviously, in the film, putting underwear on the statue is reproved 
by the police. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Monument of Revolution, which commemorates the Mexican Revolution, also 
emerges in several films, such as Suerte te dé Dios (Gazcón, 1961), in which it appears as a 
reference to a near area of demolition produced by the modernization. It also serves as a 
reference to the Revolution in the film El hombre de papel (Rodríguez, 1963), in which Adán 
has a drink in a street stall located in this square. The use of all these monuments draws 
a system of historical commemoration through different parts of the city as well as 
constructing the geography of the city.  
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5.C.5 Catholic Church  

The church appears in the selected films and is identified with both power and relief. 

Mostly it appears through facades covered in rich decoration, enhancing the urban 

landscape of the city. On several occasions during the films, characters visit the church 

or have a personal relationship with the institution. Obviously, the religious site that most 

appears is the cathedral; in fact it recurs the most of any site, in 16 of the selected films. 

However, I have already analysed the cathedral and its relationship with this central space. 

The purpose of this section is to analyse the uses of other Catholic Churches through the 

selected films.  

 

In El Automóvil Gris (E. Rosas, 1919) the church as an institution appears twice, firstly 

when a member of the criminal gang accompanies his girlfriend to the church of Santisima 

Trinidad, and secondly just a moment before their execution. In particular, this part plays 

with a kind of sentimentality, with the visit of a Catholic priest to allow them to receive 

communion before execution, and the spontaneous wedding of one of the couples, who 

will be married for eternity. Although the Catholic Church is imbricated in Mexican film 

culture, in this period, unlike others, the role of the church is much subtler. Probably, this 

is because these films were recorded a few years after the revolution, when anticlerical 

legislation was introduced aiming to limit Catholic worship (Gómez Peralta, 2007, p. 70). 

Other churches, such as the Cathedral, the Chapel of Concepción and the Chapel of 

Inmaculada Concepción, similarly appear in the films, but their use is fairly decorative. 

Conversely, in the film Santa (Moreno, 1932), the Catholic Church appears just as an 

allusion when Santa, in her desperation and solitude in the new city, turns to the door of 

the church in search of God. It is difficult to recognize the church just by the door, but 

it becomes an important element illustrating the importance of this instituion.    

 

In the selected films from the 1940s and 1950s, the Catholic Church emerges most of the 

time as part of a system of landmarks or signs, through oral or visual evocation. In Salon 

México (Fernández, 1949) while Mercedes admires the cathedral, Beatriz suggests that she 

would like to go some Sunday to La Profesa or San Felipe, where her classmates from the 

prestigious boarding school attend services, wnderlining that the cathedral was an open 

space for all groups while other churches were aimed at upper class groups.    
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The films evoke landmarks visually, for example the Church of Santo Domingo and square 

in Crepusculo (Bracho, 1945), the Rectory of San Francisco Javier and La Romita in Los 

Olvidados (Buñuel, 1951) or the Parish San Miguel Arcangel near to the Nonoalco Bridge 

in Vagabunda (Morayta, 1950). This last church also pops up several times in the film Del 

brazo y por la calle (Bustillo Oro, 1956). This space is shown for the first time in an aerial 

view of Nonoalco, the second time during the wedding of María and Alberto, and then 

in María’s explanation of the misery of life in the face of modernization. In this context, 

María and Alberto not only inhabit Nonolaco but also resist the pressure of modernization, 

fight against it, and the church negotiates the desires of the couple and the promises of 

modernity. This resistance not only psychological but also physical, and the analogy of 

ruin helps them support their environment: 

 
I am always impressed by the little church [Parish of San Miguel Arcangel] below constantly breaking 
with the continuous traffic of trains passing, always needing to be propped up, always in repair, but 
refusing to fall. Trains are intent on throwing it, the church suffering in silence, but without falling, as if 
sustained internally by the force of faith, and it should have been me to resist the misery, the drop of water, 
the passing of the trains, the noise of the saw, and so we should have been both, refusing to fall despite 
everything sustained by the faith in our love and belief in God. 
 

Even when this phrase alludes to the Catholic Church and God as a form of strength, 

which obviously reflects the presence of the ecclesiastic power in Mexican culture, this 

comparison seems important; the lives as well as memories of these characters, and their 

misery, are reflected in the built environment. Another film with a strong religious 

message is Cada quién con su vida (Bracho, 1960), which portrays religion sometimes 

critically and sometimes as hope. This ambiguity may be due to censorship and the 

modifications that the author had to make so that the film could be screened in movie 

theatres. While Rosa the cabaret worker is depressed and crying, she confesses to La 

Siempre Viva that she is pregnant, and that due to her job, she does not know who the 

father is. Being ashamed of her condition and occupation, she has doubts about the future 

of her child. La Siempre Viva advises her that she must keep her son. Secure in the advice 

of La Siempre Viva, Rosa runs to morning mass. Following Rosa’s trajectory, an urban 

view appears; the first shot shows the facade of the Temple of Regina Coeli from Regina 

Square, then a close-up moves over the entrance, where Rosa appears. Architectural 

details of the Church come into view, and in the foreground, Rosa, hesitating to attend 

mass. At first she passes the entrance by, but after a few moments she returns and decides 

to enter, covering herself with a coat as a symbol of respect and decency.  
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The film challenges religion in many ways. For example, when the ficheras begin to pray 

for Mundos (the dead pianist)’s soul in the middle of the cabaret, a government deputy, 

surprised by this act, says “we are almost in the 21st century and our people are still submerged in 

fanaticism.” However, in the last scenes of the movie, the church as a building is considered 

as form of salvation and redemption, a good way to start the year. This sense of 

consolation is emphasized by the subsequent shot, in which it is daytime again, the sun is 

shining, the streets are empty and the bells sound, announcing that night has passed. It 

seems then that the Centre is full of new opportunities. 

 

In other films of the 1960s and ’70s, the churches have presence, but again as a part of 

the décor. For example, the Church of Santa Veracruz, shown in the films El hombre de 

papel (Rodríguez, 1963) and Los Caifanes (Ibáñez, 1967). In El hombre de papel Adán passes 

in front of it searching through the garbage, and in Los Caifanes it is a reference-point for 

the public square. This relationship to the church continues in the 1980s, in El mexicano 

feo (Crevenna, 1984), where the façade of the Church of Santa Teresa la Nueva appears in 

the context of Meliton’s journey through the centre. In the same film, the Church of La 

Santisima Trinidad is also used, but this time as a marker of space, since the vencindad 

which Meliton inhabits is behind this church. This same building is used to refer to the 

barrio in El callejón de los milagros (Fons, 1995), particularly in the background of several 

shots of the urban landscape. El callejón de los milagros uses the Church of Santo Domingo 

to represent the position of the Catholic Church. In this scene Almita is preoccupied 

about her love life, and happens to cross paths with the selfless Eusebia (Rutilio’s wife) 

in front of the church, who says: “You come to mass, I’m very happy to see you here, the young 

people do not come by the church. You see how comforting it feels; how much peace God gives us when we 

come to him.”163 Under no circumstances does this film take a religious position, but through 

the character Eusebia and this phrase, it incorporates and reflects the idiosyncrasy of 

Mexican culture. The Catholic Church is part of Mexico, and this film (as well as those I 

have already discussed) allows us to position the church as part of Mexicans, and 

specifically the Church of Santo Domingo as part of the collective memory.  

  

                                                
163 Own translation. 
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6 Concrete City 

The aim of this chapter is to identify “places of memory” and visualise spatial practices 

and physical spaces through the use of mental maps and interviews. In addition, through 

this chapter I will consider the social and visual characteristics of the places of memory. 

I will focus particularly on the direction of transmission, as well as the capacity for 

resistance in places of memory.  

 

Within this framework, I will contextualise places of memory and their relationships with 

current urban problems. As I will show, each place of memory has been endangered, and 

has to resist power strategies ranging from urban plans and policies to private investment, 

violent actions, etc. These places are located within a network of hierarchies; they cannot 

be understood simply through a duality of dominant vs dominated, or power vs resistance, 

because for each problem that occurs in each of the places of memory, social actors 

acquire different attributions in terms of their relationship to space, becoming threatening 

in order to threaten and vice versa. That is, the struggle moves in different directions and 

between various actors.  Accordingly, resistance materialises in different space forms and 

spatial practices, fundamentally supported by collective memory. In some cases, the 

collective memory itself gains the capacity for resistance.  

 

Consequently, this chapter is structured in three main parts. Due to spatial contradictions 

within the territory, the first part aims to establish the territory, as well as its limits, the 

detected places of memory, and their general characteristics. Following the strategy 

presented in the cinematographic city, the second part addresses Places of Everyday Life, 

that is, places of memory belonging to popular groups. The third part focuses on Places 

of Power, which stand out in memory for their historical, political and economic 

dominance. Nonetheless the meaning of these places is challenged by popular groups in 

multiple ways.   
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Contrasting Heritage and the Historic City 

According to Armando Silva, the territory is a space—physical and imaginary—whose 

references as an established place with geographical and symbolic limits are embodied in 

the memory of the past and in the evocation of the future. To assign a name to the 

territory is to take an imaginary extension and assign it a physical entity (Silva, 2006, p. 

27). It is the interaction between the individual and the territory through appropriation 

and marking which generates perceptions and memories. 

 

Throughout the interviews,164 we detected165 the coexistence of two territories within the 

one territory; these territories converge or interact at certain points but are perceived as 

distinct. They were defined as “pretty” versus “neglected”, the “central one” versus the 

“edges”, the “touristic” versus the “popular” and even the “normal HC” versus the 

“expanded HC”.  These two territories are defined by their physical-spatial characteristics 

and their activities, and do not coincide with the territory defined through perimeter A 

and perimeter B, confirming that this definition of the perimeters is used only as an official 

limit, but still has consequences in terms of people’s use of the space.  

 

One of the main characteristics of the area is its commercial vocation. Augusto, a priest 

from a church in Alameda Sur, differentiates the two areas as follows: “the commercial 

zone or you could say elegant! [central zone] which is no longer so elegant, but well, to 

distinguish from this other area [referering to east zone], the popular shopping area”.166 

Similarly, Adalberto, an inhabitant of the Northeast, includes this differentiation based on 

economic characteristics: “The HC is not here [northeast area], it’s that part there 

[Zócalo]. Here is the outskirts, the HC is where the cathedral is found, eh, all that part; 

around here are the outskirts that are part of the Morelos and Tepito … well here, mostly 

people come to buy … they find everything affordable here…”167 The difference between 

Augusto and Adalberto is that the latter considers the aspect of centrality, highlighting 

elements such as the cathedral and the expansion of the territory represented by Morelos 

and Tepito, i.e. the North of the territory. This aspect of centrality and diffusion based on 

the representation of places is shared by Marcelo, whose differentiation is based on the 

dimensions and iconic places:  

                                                
164 Carried out in Mexico City during 2016 and 2017, for more information please see Chapter 3 pages 90 to 98. 
165 The research project Mapping Controversial Memories in the Historic Urban Landscape: A Multidisciplinary Study of Beijing, 
Mexico City and Rome 
166 Own translation.  
167 Own translation.  
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Well I would say, I do not know exactly the limits of the HC … of the basic HC or A, 
that is of Niño Perdido168 [south street] or of the Eje Central from there [east street] and 
then another HC a little more expanded that would be this part of here [west streets]. 
This part of here, after the Eje Central towards here [east street], I would expand it more 
… because… I am very interested in the historical, cultural realities; even here are very 
important concepts, such as for example, La Santa Veracruz [church] and Alameda Central 
[public park], Bellas Artes [cultural facilities] which are on this side, we could not say that 
they do not fit into the traditional HC that could be on the other side.169  

 

However, Marcelo’s territorial differentiation is found in the west of the territory, while 

for Adalberto it is towards the North. Both create a new scale for both territories, one 

reduced and another expanded. 

 

Similarly, when talking about the distinction of these two territories, other interviewees 

included the importance of the tourist experience that the area offers, since the tourist 

routes favour creating this imaginary of the HC. Beatriz comments “well, for me it is the 

Centre, but also it is very historical, no? Because these are very touristic parts [of the city] 

and almost the majority [of visitors]  always come here and these are the routes that they 

do”. That is to say, she equates the HC with tourist sites, probably influenced by official 

discourses. Likewise, Francisco, speaking of his daily life and his personal memories, 

makes this differentiation: “Well, that is where I usually walk all the time through Carmen 

[northwest street] on this side, which is already all this part of commerce, formal and 

informal and all that, but if someone says HC what people know it as is the tourist zone… 

And the part that I tell you is the shopping area, industrial zone or dirty part of the city 

that people do not know.”170 This reveals a clear distinction between two territories and 

their physical aspects, where the tourist area is associated with cleanness and the 

commercial area is a “dirty area”.  These aesthetic aspects are similarly included by several 

of the interviewees, among them Gilberto, when he relates the important places:  
there are many streets, but the main places are these: Lagunilla, Tepito, La Merced, Zócalo; 
the HC which is to say the beautiful part of the centre… HC is Madero, 16 de Septiembre 
… [west streets] but no longer La Merced and [it] should be, but [is] not… Well, it is the 
area, the one that tourists or people come to see, and the person who wants to see the 
HC does not go to Merced or Tepito, they visit this area [west side], … for example, the 
turibus does not get into those streets, do not go to see Tepito or even Reforma.171  

 

                                                
168 This street is a stretch now known as Lázaro Cárdenas Eje Central, which is one of the main avenues of the city. 
169 Own translation. 
170 Own translation. 
171 Own translation. 
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Gilberto makes a contrast between pretty and ugly, and goes beyond a simple recognition 
and differentiation because he also includes the identity and the importance of areas that 
are not considered HC, such as Tepito and La Merced. Also, he conceives of streets that 
have recently been renovated and pedestrianized as synonymous with the HC (Francisco I. 
Madero and 16 de Septiembre).  
 
The HC also supports this narrative with the inclusion of the Turibus172 (touristic bus), 
showing the important role of the tourist sector in defining identities. Elsa attests to this 
in her interview, as this aspect of centrality is again consistent in her definition of two 
territories, this time represented by the Zócalo and its counterpart Garibaldi at the north. 

“When you say: ‘I’m going to the Centre’, what comes to your mind is the Plancha [Zócalo], 

and the cathedral, right? … ‘I’m going to the Centre’, ‘Oh! to the Zócalo’ and, and then it 

is like 5 de Mayo [avenue], passing through the Monte de Piedad [historical buildings], the 

cathedral, La Alameda [public park], and those streets that are empty… That’s what is 

coming to my mind, because Garibaldi is not, uh… Because, because for me, it’s even 
more to the north”.173  It is worth noting that Elsa, besides mentioning sites in the central 
part of the city, also considers the “empty streets” an area of the HC, surely when 
comparing this area to the popular sectors that remain congested by commercial activities. 
Although she works at the centre in the southwest area, apparently her work area is not 
in what she considers the HC. Veronica, a northwest resident, expresses a similar idea 
when she discusses what she likes about the HC: “I really like to walk, so generally I just 
walk around all the places, go see the buildings, generally I’m not going to areas where 
there is a lot of noise, then I usually walk, so I get to Bellas Artes, to the Centre and then 
I sit for a while”174. Although the interviewee is an inhabitant of the HC, her walk around 
her housing includes this feeling of moving from one area to another, when she says “to 
go to the Centre”.  Therefore according to our interviewees, diverse aspects differentiate 
the two areas, such as economic activities, geographical disposition (Centre vs outskirts), 
touristic vocation, aesthetic attributes and use of landmarks. Analysis of the oral discourse 
shows. that they perceive the Centre as a fragmented space. This is not necessarily new – 
as I exposed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, a kind of contrast between two territories has 
been transmitted in collective memory – but here that idea is concretised. When 
discussing heritage, a term that presupposes spaces of significance for future generations, 
what about this excluded territory?  

                                                
172 A kind of Hop-On-Hop-Off Tour bus. 
173 Own translation. 
174 Own translation.  
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6.A.1 Diffuse Spatial Limits 

Until now I considered part of the discourse in the interviews regarding the two territories. 

But what exactly are these territories? As mentioned in Chapter 4, the Historic Centre of 

Mexico City (HCMC) has an urban design more or less defined by a grid layout. This 

layout was interrupted by streets opening mainly during the 20th century. In the 1980s 

they established new limits with the recognition of a new territory as the HC. As we 

observed earlier, the interviewees agreed that there are two faces or versions of the HC 

that prevail in the imaginary world, the first one related to the emblematic tourist area and 

then, in contrast, the area where the popular activities are found. However, these do not 

explain its territorial extension and physical spatial organization, although large groups of 

spaces or large recognizable areas were mentioned.  

 

To understand the structure of the HC in terms of its physical aspects, in this section I 

consider the mental maps, in terms of spatial distribution within the territory, as well as 

the limits and extension of the HCMC within the imaginary of the interviewees. Also, to 

evaluate the structure of the territory within an identifiable geographical context, the 

analysis is supported by what is thus considered a translation map, which consists in 

locating the mentioned streets and places, as well as those that are inferred, on a 

geographical plan,175 with the objective of creating a bigger panorama of this 

environmental-urban image. In general terms, the structure is in most cases oriented 

towards the West, and includes elements like the Zócalo and surroundings that articulate 

the rest of the space. In most cases, this central space is used as a starting point; 

nevertheless, other poles of attraction exist, such as Tepito.  In terms of the territory 

extension, there are more or less visible limits that the HC occupies. When transferring 

information from the mental maps to the translation plan, five different ways of 

establishing the HC limits were revealed: 1. Reduced; 2. West-Centre Oriented; 3. 

Squared; 4. Expanded; 5. Disconnected. It is worth noting that spatial organization is also 

connected to these forms of understanding.   

                                                
175 Please see Chapter 3 about the Methodology for more information about this aspect.  



 346 
Fig. 6.1 Map with different limits according to the mental maps 

LH 
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6.A.1.1 Reduced: Historic Centre 

The reduced historic centre refers to those maps that visually incorporate the places of 
memory within the first blocks adjacent to the Zócalo; this area coincides more or less with 
the urban layout designed by Antonio García Bravo in 1573, i.e. the first Spanish city, 
especially including the buildings and streets that are around the Zócalo or begin from it. 
That is to say, the space formed by the Plaza de la Constitución (also known as Zócalo 
and Plancha) and the buildings around it, the Cathedral (North), the Palacio Nacional 
(East), the Old City Hall and Government Building (South) and other commercial 
buildings, predominantly the Merchant Portal (West).  
 
The limits of the drawn area go a little beyond the 
first two blocks that start from the Zócalo. The limits 
are to the west in Isabel La Católica street, to the east 
on the Correo Mayor streets, and to the north, it does 
not exceed República de Venezuela Street, while the 
south does not exceed República de Uruguay Street. 
These drawings belong to three interviewees 
Francisco, Julia and Julio, who are over 50 years oldl 
they all draw between 15 and 20 places. Julio works in 
the southwest of HC, while Julia and Francisco 
belong to the northeast area.  
 
Julio is a man of 62 years old, who has been working 
as a barber in the HC for almost 20 years. Julio begins 
his drawing with the Catedral, Palacio Nacional and 
Portal de Mercadores. In addition, he adds a lag in the 
Plaza de la Constitución, being one of the few 
interviewees who attribute this official name to the 
place. Within the buildings that he adds to his drawing 
are also the Palacio de Gobierno. This drawing in 
particular places special emphasis on the façades and 
their physical attributes as a way to organize the space; 
that is to say that it is the memory of the arches or the 
domes of the cathedral that allows Julio to position 
the elements in a coherent manner. 

Fig. 6.3 Translation Map of Julio 
LH 

Fig. 6.2 Mental Map of Julio 
MCM Project 
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Also, Julio mentions, “what happens is that in this 
area there is not much, there are no museums, but 
they are to the south…” He is aware that there is a 
larger territorial extension than he includes in the 
drawing. However, the importance of this territory for 
him lies in the historic and emblematic significance 
that those places have.  
 
Francisco is a priest, aged almost 50; he has been 
working and living for the last fifteen years at different 
parishes within the HCMC. Even though all the 
drawing elements are close to the Zócalo it does not 
have a designated name. He begins his drawing by 
adding the area occupied by the Cathedral and Sagrario; 
due to his religious formation, his inclusion of these 
as starting points seems logical. He adds into his 
drawing elements and activities that take place around 
this area, such as the atrium, the lattice wall, and the 
dancers. This allows us to think about its proximity to 
the site. It is also evident through the configuration of 
the space in his drawing, since he adds the setting back 
in the alignment of the Moneda street with regard to 
streets that limit the Zócalo. This detail is almost 
imperceptible on site, which is why it suggests a 
frequent use of space or the possible observation of a 
map. Two elements are outside this area, which he 
designates as the path that leads to “our parishes”. 
However, although there is a sense of appropriation 
about the parishes (San Sebastián, Loreto and Teresitas), 
they are not added as elements in his mental map. In 
general, the idea behind the mental map is to show the 
institutions of power, centring his drawing on 
religious power, national governmental power and city 

Fig. 6.4 Mental Map of Francisco 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.5 Translation Map of Francisco 
LH 
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governmental power. Even though some commercial 
and personal places are named, such as Palacio de 
Hierro, these are not developed nor added. 
 
Julia is over 50 years old and works as a street vendor. 
She has been living around the historic centre since 
she was 10 years old. Despite her work in different 
sectors of the HC, the drawing made by Julia is quite 
compact. In the map it is possible to observe elements, 
and some areas are indicated to which the map does 
not grant an official name. The first element that she 
includes in her drawing is the Zócalo, using the term La 
Plancha. She draws a line and mentions that this is the 
flag, placing it almost to the centre of the designated 
area, highlighting this aspect of centrality. It is 
interesting that the location of this element is 
highlighted again through a large point, and indicates 
“[this area] is like the navel of the historic centre”.  
The importance of this place for her is that it used to 
be the area of work before the cleansing of street 
vendors from the area. Julia also mentions the areas 
behind Correo Mayor Street and the sector towards 
Madero Street, so she has a more extensive knowledge 
of the territory, but it seems that the interest of her 
drawing is to highlight areas of power and centrality, 
especially to indicate that this area used to belong to 
the street vendors and to the people who came to 
protest but now find it impossible. So she is also 
interested in the positioning of power, and the 
drawings by these three interviewees all seem to reflect 
power relations, the first centred on the church, the 
second on the uses of the Zócalo, and the third on the 
historic value of the area.   

Fig. 6.6 Mental Map of Julia 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.7 Translation Map of Julia 
LH 
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6.A.1.2  West-Centre Oriented: Historic 

Centre 

This way of organizing the space is characterized by 

linking to the centre as a symbolic place and its 

relationship with the “commercial district or nucleus” 

and other important places in the west, such as the 

public park of Alameda Central and Palacio Bellas Artes. 

In these drawings, two streets also predominate: 

Francisco I. Madero street, and Eje Central (Lázaro 

Cárdenas Avenue). Likewise, there are other streets 

parallel or transversal to them. Its limits surpass the 

west a little beyond Alameda, and the east again Correo 

Mayor street, while to the north they do not exceed 

the Church of Santo Domingo and to the south they 

remain within the limits of Venustiano Carranza Street. 

These drawings belong to five interviewees from 

Alameda Sur: Freddy, Enrique, Carlos, Elsa and 

Antonio. The age of the interviewees is quite varied, 

between 20 and 60 years. Similarly, they include a 

wide range of places, drawing between 7 and 40 

elements.  

 

Freddy is a man, 75 years old; he repairs shoes and has 

been living in the HC his whole life. He indicates eight 

sites in his drawing. In his mental map it is possible 

to observe a large square representing the Zócalo and 

a building in elevation when referring to the Torre 
Latinoamericana. He adds two cinemas on his mental 

map and refers to them with nostalgic anecdotes 

about those places. The map also narrates other sites, 

especially the old route of the tram; although these 

sites are not included in his drawing, it shows a more 

extensive knowledge of the old and current 

configuration of the space. These places are mainly to 

the south, but mention the Penitentiary located at the 

northwest of the HC.   

Fig. 6.8 Mental Map of Freddy 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.9 Translation Map of Freddy 
LH 
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Enrique is 26-year-old man who works in a non-profit 

organization, and moved recently to live here. His mental 

map includes almost 40 elements, with a varied nature, but 

most of them are commercial places like restaurants. Its 

limit to the east is the National Palace. Although during 

the interview he indicated that he works actively in La 

Merced, there are no elements in this sector. Among the 

public spaces drawn on Madero Street, 5 de Mayo Avenue, 

Santo Domingo square, etc., it is worth mentioning that 

Santo Domingo Square is drawn to the North as an almost 

isolated element of the HC. In the direction of Francisco 

Madero Street, the map includes places and streets that 

relate to it, such as Torre Latino and La Profesa Church. 

Following this direction, he recognizes several 

commercial sites, such as Sears and Plaza Juárez (mall). 

Likewise, he recognizes the existence of other streets 

without attributing a specific place. Although he includes 

monumental spaces, mainly his drawing is inclined to 

show those places with commercial vocations for a social 

class with greater purchasing power (including the names 

of international chains). 

 

Ignacio s a 29-year-old man who has been living in the HC 

for around 7 years. In the drawing he adds 21 places linked 

predominantly to entertainment and shopping. His 

drawing starts from the west towards the centre, the first 

element being Juárez avenue; almost everything is 

organized in the central part, and the area that draws 

towards the south is specifically designated the Zona de 

Comercio Tecnología (Technology Trade Zone). He seems to 

include the places in a list, with just five streets connecting 

them. Nevertheless, the majority of places added indicate 

museums, theatres and emblematic places. That is to say 

that the space that he images of the HC is defined by 

cultural sites.  
  

Fig. 6.10 Mental Map of Enrique 1 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.11 Mental Map of Enrique 2 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.12 Translation Map of Enrique
LH

Fig. 6.13 Mental Map of Ignacio 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.14 Translation Map Ignacio 
LH 
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Elsa is more than 60 years old, and has been working 

in a family business at the HC for a long time. From 

this she derives her closeness with the HC, which she 

visits daily. Her drawing does not contain more than 

ten elements, and most of them are located between 

the Zócalo and Alameda. However, in her mental map 

it seems that all the elements surround the Zócalo. In 

addition to the Zócalo she adds other public spaces 

such as Alameda, Eje Central and 5 de Mayo streets, 

recognizing these last two as the main streets. She also 

adds two Monte de Piedad buildings and the Blanquita 

theatre, which she realizes no longer exists. Another 

site that she mentions but does not include in her 

drawing is Madero Street, associated with the jewellery 

shops, which appear in her drawing.  

 

Antonio is a man, over 60, who has been working in the 

HC for close to 10 years. Although he does not 

mention or indicate a large number of avenues, these 

are clearly marked in a kind of perimeter. Also, he uses 

these streets to connect with other elements of his 

drawing. The drawing Antonio makes begins at the 

Palacio (National Palace) and the near buildings, then 

he points out the Torre Latino and República del Salvador 

street, and finally a Pulqueria. He also mentions and 

draws the streets of Arana and Ayuntamiento, but does 

not attribute any number. It should be noted that he 

uses the phrase “this is the general”, therefore it is 

possible to assume that he has a broader knowledge of 

places. All these interviewees have the common 

denominator of including the Zócalo as a starting point, 

then commercial and cultural places, shaping the area 

in a way that recalls the commercial plan made at the 

end of the 19th century.176  

                                                
176 Please see page 135. 

Fig. 6.15 Mental of Map Elsa 
MCM Project 

 

Fig. 6.16 Translation Map of Elsa 
LH 

Fig. 6.18 Translation Map of Antonio
LH

Fig. 6.17 Mental Map of Antonio 
MCM Project 
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Fig. 6.19 Mental Map of Marcelo 
MCM Project 

6.A.1.3  Squared: Historic Centre 

This spatial configuration refers to the mental maps which established a more or less 
squared area, which practically does not exceed the limits established by the Ejes Viales 
(road axes). To the west it is strongly delimited by the Central Axis (Lázaro Cárdenas 
Avenue), although it passes through this, as it includes Bellas Artes and Alameda Central, 
while to the east its limits reach a little beyond the Circunvalación avenue. To the south its 
limit is located on Izazaga Avenue and to the north just above of the Eje 1 Norte (Hero of 
Granaditas). It is worth mentioning that these roads were introduced into the territory in 
the 1960s and ’70s. In this area, there are elements in multiple directions, although they 
particularly tend to ignore the southeast, where they only locate Merced and the 
Circunvalación avenue. Centralized places, like the Palacio Nacional, Catedral and Zócalo 
continue to persist. Compared to the previous spatial configuration, the streets of the 
commercial district persist, but new streets also emerge, and streets to the south and 
north, such as Pino Suarez Avenue and República de Brazil Street.  
 
These drawings belong to four interviewees: Marcelo, who 
is part of the Alameda Sur group, while the other three 
interviewees, Gilberto, Gaspar and Rodolfo, belong to the 
Northeast of the HC. The number of elements is quite 
variable, since the person who has fewer elements 
included only eight, while the person who included the 
most elements included 25 places. The age range is quite 
broad, between 35 and 72 years old.  
 
Marcelo is a priest aged 72 years old. Currently he has been 
in the same workplace for four years, but he has been in 
touch with the HC since he was a child. Even though he is 
currently not living there, his mother and close family still 
live in the area. The drawing he makes is succinct, since he 
barely adds eight elements, which as seen in the plane are 
in the centre and southwest, without having a clear 
connection between them. However, he makes important 
remarks about what the territory is and what is considered 
as such. When asked to draw the HC as he imagined it, 
Marcelo indicates that the limits for him are unknown but 

Fig. 6.20 Translation Map of Marcelo 
LH 



 354 

for him, there are two important areas: the area close to 
the Zócalo, and the other in the west, which for him 
receives special attention: “I am very interested in the 
cultural and historical situation, and then there are very 
important concepts such as La Santa Veracruz and 
Alameda Central, Bellas Artes…”177 The area that he 
expresses covers overall spaces that represent culture and 
history.  
 
Gilberto is 52 years old, and works as a tailor in the 
northern area of the HC. He has been in contact with the 
area for approximately 42 years. During his childhood he 
lived in a neighbourhood in the HC. In general, his 
drawing has 13 elements, including some streets, central 
sites of the HC, and large areas, some of which are 
recognized as barrios (neighbourhoods). His drawing 
begins with the Zócalo, Catedral and Monte Piedad, but 
indicates that in addition to the aforementioned there are 
many more significant sites, including different 
neighbourhoods, which identifies them as large areas in 
his drawing, including the Barrio de la Merced, Lagunilla and 
Tepito. He also indicates the existence of many streets, but 
only includes what he considers the main avenues, which 
includes Eje 1 Norte, November 20 avenue, Pino Suarez 
Avenue, Eje Central, etc. Although his drawing contains 
few elements, it covers a large part of the territory of the 
HC through this sectorization. It is worth mentioning 
that he includes in his drawing the cardinal points 
denoting good geographical orientation. However, when 
indicating the Northeast, the area of which he is a 
member, this would seem to be included in the 
neighbourhood of Tepito, although when he adds Eje 1 
Norte it does not serve as a limit, with Tepito assuming that 
the northeast of the HC is included in this area. The 

                                                
177 Own translation.  

Fig. 6.21 Mental Map of Gilberto 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.22 Translation of Gilberto 
LH 
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image that he represents in his drawing mostly expresses 
areas of everyday life, including work activity.  
 
Gaspar is a street vendor (Torero). He is 35 years old and 
has been living and working in the HC for about 20 
years. His mental map has 25 elements which seem to be 
located in the central part of the HC, but in the plan, it 
is possible to note that the mentioned places are 
scattered throughout the area. Although he tends to list 
groups of buildings, these are predominantly public 
spaces, such as streets, squares, and he even mentions a 
subway stop. This factor may be related to his profession 
as a street vendor, since during the course of his drawing 
he designates places that have a close relationship with 
this activity, represented by little dots.  
 
Gaspar begins his drawing by drawing elements in the 
central area, then he adds Santo Domingo, showing a 
whole unit of buildings, where he adds the church and 
the buildings located west of the square. Another 
important detail in his drawing is the shape of the 
architecture of the church, whose contour is similar to 
the real building. That is to say, it uses the facades of 
buildings that function as milestones to organize its 
space since it carries out the same exercise in different 
parts. He also mentions a good number of streets and 
places where street vendors were previously located. 
However, not all the streets mentioned are included in 
his drawing. Gaspar also adds different groups of 
buildings, including two in the west, represented by Torre 
Latinoamericana and Plaza Victoria (mall). This drawing 
shows the space organized by large groups represented 
by specific buildings, most of them linked to personal 
memories about his life and work as a street vendor, i.e. 
his everyday life.  
 
 

Fig. 6.23 Translation Map of Gaspar 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.24 Translation Map of Gaspar 
LH 



 356 

 
Rodolfo is a man, over 50, and his family owns a traditional 
restaurant in the Northeast area. Even though he is not now 
living at the HC centre, he has been coming to the HC on a 
daily basis for almost 30 years. In his drawing he added 24 
elements which seem to fairly define the area, delimited by 
large avenues. However, in the plan it is possible to observe 
that those elements are established in several sectors around 
the HC. He starts his drawing by indicating the Plaza de la 
Constitución and the building surrounding it. He also 
references museums, which he considers to be found over 
the whole area; as an example he includes San Idelfonso. It is 
important to note that this site serves as a trigger to talk about 
the importance of the University District, as he mentions, 
“Ex-neighbourhood in fact, it has been a long time since 
people left here, but it left a mark, because we have what it 
used to be.”178 In this context, Rodolfo also indicates another 
building of this old neighbourhood. In his drawing he also 
represents the commercial activities of the traditional markets 
and departmental stores. He mainly establishes activities in 
the centre, restaurants, museums, cultural places, etc, but still 
mentions some everyday life places. However, he does not 
specify all of them. It is important to mention that when 
establishing these limits, Rodolfo adds, “roughly speaking, 
this is what the historic centre is for me, always thinking that 
the limits are the same as those that were initially designed 

for us … this is the Primer Cuadro [first square], all this.”179 

With this comment he not only designates the configuration 
drawn and its specific area, but also he states that these are 
the historical limits, conceived in that way from the 
beginning. It is worth mentioning that Primer Cuadrado is a 
term commonly used by a good number of people, however, 
the area that it covers, and its limits, are unknown. What is 
clear is that this territory is part of the collective imagination.   

                                                
178 Own translation. 
179 Own translation. 

Fig. 6.26 Translation Map of Rodolfo 
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Fig. 6.25 Mental Map of Rodolfo 
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6.A.1.4 Expanded: Historic Centre  

For other interviewees, the territory is much more extensive, even beyond the A and B 
perimeters established in 1980. New areas or poles of attraction emerge, such as Tepito 
and the area near the old railway station Buenavista. In addition, the space extends mainly 
towards the west, approaching the Reforma avenue, at the same time giving importance to 
the monuments on that avenue. Even the Chapultepec Forest, linked to the city as an 
exterior space since pre-Hispanic times, appears. It is difficult to determine the extent of 
this area: in the west the furthest point is the Insurgentes avenue, to the southwest 
Chapultepec, and to the northwest, the area where the railway station was located. Similar 
to the other spatial distributions in the East, it borders Merced, although in the Southwest 
it reaches the area known as San Pablo. Many elements were mentioned by these 
interviewees; however, the centre-south area is quite ignored. The centrality of Zócalo is 
representative again. In the same way, Palacio Bellas Artes and Alameda are significant in 
the west of the territory.  
 
Three of these interviewees are inhabitants of the north-
east area, which partly explains the inclusion of several 
elements in this area. Jaqueline lives in Alameda Sur. 
They all included more than 20 places in their drawings. 
Three of the inhabitants range between 25 and 30 years 
old, while Beatriz is over 50 years old. 
 

Jaqueline is a woman aged 26, and came to live in the 

centre around 5 years ago. She works for an NGO and 
has been living in Mexico City for some years. In her 
drawing she includes 68 elements, a great part of them 
commercial. By looking at the map it is possible to see that 
these places are concentrated in the south and southwest 
of the HC, surpassing official limits by covering parts of 
Reforma and Insurgentes avenues in the west. Despite its large 
extension to the west, the drawing does not include 
elements to the north or east. The first element included 
is Madero Street, then she traces the Zócalo and the 
buildings surrounding it. Primarily, the streets drawn are 
important for commercial purposes, the purchase of 

Fig. 6.27 Mental Map of Jacqueline 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.28 Translation Map of Jacqueline 
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items to meet needs related to the activities of her 
organization. She also mentions some governmental or 
tourist places, including the square for taking the Turibus. 
Related to tourism and commerce, she also mentions other 
streets, including the Alameda area, in which it locates 
Alameda, Bellas Artes, Teatro Hidalgo, Edificio de Correos, Barrio 
Alameda and the Caballito (horse head sculpture). It should 
be mentioned that where she draws places is quite close to 
their geographical location. Mostly this drawing represents a 
commercial sense of the HC, including businesses aimed at 
high- and low-income populations which are part of her daily 
life. The other palpable representation is touristic, showing 
several monuments and buildings.  
 
Beatriz is a woman of almost 59 years, who has lived in the 
north of the HC practically all her life. Beatriz includes in her 
mental map more than 30 elements, are scattered throughout 
the HC. Most of them are in the northeast part. It is worth 
mentioning that for Beatriz the HC extends beyond the 
official limits. While including elements in the drawing, 
Beatriz also expresses orally that for her the territory has a 
historic and touristic meaning. Although in the map it is 
possible to observe that she includes other places more or 
less outside of the official perimeters, that are not necessarily 
touristic, like the Insurgentes avenue and the old train station 
of Buenavista, she begins her drawing with sites situated 
around the Zócalo and its nearest places. However, she does 
not include this square in her drawing, then she begins to 
draw places to the west: Madero streets and Torre 
Latinoamericana. Later she draws the Abelardo (market), which 
is between the streets of El Carmen and Circunvalación. This 
street indicates the path to the Market La Merced, which she 
consequently adds to her drawing. Also, she includes two 
other churches, Iglesia de San Sebastian and the Iglesia del 
Carmen, places that she associates with Market Las granaditas 
and Tepito. To finalize her drawing, she adds Buenavista, 
precisely La plazota. 

Fig. 6.31 Translation Map of Beatriz 
LH 

Fig. 6.29 Mental Map of Beatriz 1 
MCM Project 
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The importance of the area is directly connected to her 
personal memories, when this place used to be a train 
station. This drawing has a multiplicity of elements as well 
as images; she includes the historic and touristic sense of 
the place, but also her personal memories attached to 
commerce and daily activities.  
 
Roberto is a student, aged 32. He has been living for four 

years in different areas of the HC. During the interview, 

he was living in the northeast. According to his mental 

map, Roberto has a vision of the HC focused on its central 

parts that substantially encompass the parts near the 

Zócalo, although he adds other elements in the north, as 

can be seen in the map. The places mentioned by Roberto 

are mostly influenced by the adjectives iconic, representative 

or touristic. These include a wide range of activities and are 

sometimes associated with external elements or material 

characteristics or the activity carried out on them. At the 

start of his drawing he indicated the Zócalo and the 

buildings around it. When locating these streets, especially 

to the west of the Zócalo, he includes the La Torre 

Latinoamericana, buildings on Madero Street, and the Templo 

Mayor; these sites, according to him, figure as important 

tourist locations. He also considers Garibaldi to be 

relevant. Continuing his list of emblematic places, he 

points out Bellas Artes, Alameda, Museo Franz Meyer, 

Museo de la Estampa, the Barrio Chino, etc. His HC also 

includes Tlatelolco in the upper left corner of his drawing. 

Most of the places located in his drawing represent 

touristic and historical sites, as well as others connected 

with his daily life, including commerce and bars.  

Fig. 6.32 Mental Map of Roberto 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.33 Translation Map of Roberto 
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Verónica is a medical student and is more than 20 years old; 
she has been living in the area around five years. She locates 
almost 40 places within her mental map, many of them 
public spaces. In her drawing the concentration of places is 
relatively close together, whereas observing the plan, we 
realize that the groupings that she makes are in fact scattered 
over a great extension of the territory, and even that her 
drawing timidly exceeds the official limits, specifically to the 
north and west of the HC. It is worth mentioning that most 
elements are located to the North, and that she also draws 
from the north towards other places by adding the area of 
Tepito-Lagunilla which, according to her, is the area she 
knows better. Her drawing follows. a method in which she 
uses kind of mental route to organize the space in her 
drawing; each site is physically interconnected, that is, its 
relationships are traced through streets (and even metro 
stations). Even as she is talking, she adds, “I’m going to go back 
a little”. Later she begins to add isolated places, but did not 
make greater specifications about these, explaining in her 
personal memories, where she added elements such as Santo 
Domingo, the plaza and the Escuela de Medicina. She mentions 
some museums, for instance the Museo de la Tortura (Museum 
of Torture). Later she moves to the Northwest to finally 
locate a last group in the Buenavista metro. The places 
Verónica adds mostly represent a vision of inhabitants who 
move around the space and use public transport (bus and 
metro). A large part of the buildings are related to commerce 
and vocation. Visions of these mental maps are oriented to 
include popular or economic shops, and to include spaces 
recognized as “emblematic” such as tourist sites and 
museums. That is, these maps link the two territories that 
allow interviewees to leave the limits. On the one hand, when 
mentioning tourist sites, they go through Reforma avenue 
until they reach Chapultepec. On the other hand, they mention 
popular shops located in the Buenavista, Tepito and La Merced 
areas. 

Fig. 6.35 Translation Map of Verónica 
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Fig. 6.34 Mental Map of Verónica 
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6.A.1.5 Disconnected: Historic Centre 

This spatial configuration refers to two highly marked 
sectors. In it, central spaces are visualized, such as the Zócalo 
and the definition of specific spatial nuclei. This type of 
spatial logic was repeated in only three cases, and none of 
these areas repeat or overlap. Its limits refer to each of the 
groupings without there being an intermediate space or a 
connection between the two parts. These interviewees 
belong to the Northeast area and are called Adalberto, Miguel 
Angel, and Augusto from the Alameda Sur area. Adalberto 
draws the central area already mentioned several times, and 
the area he recognizes as Morelos-Tepito, while Miguel Ángel 
includes only the Zócalo and a group of buildings starting 
from the Sanctuario de Loreto, showing the importance and 
relationship of the area with the individual, despite having 
lived in other sectors of the HC. Augusto performs a similar 
exercise, drawing buildings in the centre on an individual 
basis, then organizing the space through large sectors that are 
related to activities. 
 
Adalberto is almost 50 years old and is a traditional shoemaker 
who works and lives in the north area of the HCMC. 
Adalberto’s mental map is organized in two large sectors, on 
the one hand, the areas surrounding Tepito where he includes 
various types of buildings and functions, and, on the other 
hand, the sector of the Zócalo and the buildings surrounding 
this square. Through the geographical map it is notable that 
the interviewee establishes two very differentiated and 
separated nuclei, the first one to the northeast and the other 
in the centre. This manner of representing space is reinforced 
by his narration while making the drawing. He begins his 
mental map with what he considers the “borders of the 
CH”,180 indicating that what he draws is in the Colonia Morelos. 
Although he mentions this area, he does not set specific limits. 

                                                
180 My own translation. 

Fig. 6.36 Mental Map of Adalberto 
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In this group he includes the Fray Bartolomé de las Casas street 
to locate the football field, the Social and Sports Center Fray 
Batrolomé de las Casa,s and San Francisco Asís Church, among 
other places. Moving away from his drawing, Adalberto says 
“here, from the historic centre”, indicating the addition of 
new elements within a new area. He adds the La Plancha 
(Zocalo), Catedral and Palacio Nacional and Portal de Mercaderes. 
It is worth mentioning that this interviewee uses various 
façade drawings to organize his space. Likewise, the 
interviewee tells several personal anecdotes about the places 
he adds, especially those in the north. There are two clear 
representations to the north of his personal life, while at the 
centre, he draws those with historical relevance and power.  
 
Miguel Angel is a 50-year-old man who, due to his job as an 
administrator of diverse religious sites, maintains a close 
relationship with the church. He is born in the HC, and 
maintains his relationship with the area because he works in 
it. As it is observable in his mental map and the plan, the 
elements are concentrated around the northeast area, 
specifically focused on religious buildings (which he marks 
with crosses) and streets close to the Parque de Loreto. He 
begins his drawing by the Parque de Loreto and the church El 
Santuario, then includes San Idelfonso street, Universidad de 
Obreros and Zócalo, this last element as a reference to locate 
the area that he is describing in detail. That is to say that the 
use of this element orientates his drawing, and he adds some 
lines and comments, “well, following the other streets, this we can 
say is the Zócalo … that is made up of many streets”. He therefore 
recognizes that there is more there than the space that he is 
drawing. Also, he includes other elements near the first 
group. This mental map shows a particular view of the HC 
in which the role of religion and the attachment to this 
specific area tends to eliminate the rest of the HC, even 
though he shows implicitly in his drawing the knowledge of 
a more extensive area, by adding the street of Mixcalco and 

Fig. 6.39 Translation Map of Miguel Angel
LH
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Del Carmen. Despite his long relationship with the Centre, 
he centralizes his drawing only around the places he 
considers worth mentioning.  
 

Augusto is a priest of the southwest sector of the HCMC, 

and is more than 60 years old. Although he is not currently 

living in the area, he has been in contact with the HC since 

1968. He organizes the space through compressed places 

within a limited area, which contains some important places 

associated with the activities that he carries out, and not the 

assigned formal names of places, excepting the Catedral and 

Alameda. When observing the plan, we notice that these 

areas are perceptibly located in the southern part of the HC, 

and do not include elements in the north, excluding the 

existence of this part of the HC. 

 

This is striking since, when referring to the HC, he 

designates the two perimeters: “the government has 

distinguished Perimeter A and Perimeter B; at least a few 

years ago they spoke; complementing or completing both 

perimeters is only a concept of the HC”. Therefore, he 

suggests that he has broader notions about the area. 

However, his drawing concentrates on the south-west 

sector. Considering his background, it seems logical that he 

mentions the church in the first place, Catedral; even so, he 

just indicates a number and does not draw the limits of this 

specific place. He implies and represents five different types 

of activity in the HCMC: religious, commerce, 

governmental, residential and entertainment. For him the 

space is used primarily for commerce, such as the supply 

station area and markets. The second area he mentions is 

the area of supply, which he considers to be most active, 

made of large groups, which probably because of the 

position in his drawing refers to the Merced Market. It is 

significant to mention that he grants the name Poder Politíco 

(Political Power) to the National Palace, indicating a 

Fig. 6.40 Mental Map of Augusto
MCM Project
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difference with the other elements of its drawing whose categorization emphasizes the 

type of activities. Although the HC has approximately 20 markets, he only names four of 

them; according to him, these are the most notable (Mercado de Flores, Mercado de Alimentos, 
Mercado de Artesanía and other in the López street). Afterwards, he mentions the area 

Habitación y Comercio, which he says is close to the markets. The last places that he includes 

are the Museos. For him these are particularly in two areas, near Alameda and behind the 

National Palace; he describes them without mentioning specific places. Consequently, it 

is not totally clear which museums he refers to. This interviewee particularly represents 

different kinds activities of the HC, covering a great extension of territories and places. 

But he represents a kind of sectorized space divided between the historical parts and those 

of everyday life.  

 

After analysing the mental maps produced by the interviewees, it was possible to observe 

different limits and spatial organisations. What is the extent of this territory or these 

territories? There are not exactly two precise territories, but two precise landscapes. These 

ways of organizing space showed that the Historic Centre has a diffuse dimension which 

expands or contracts according to the way in which it is represented, focusing on Power 

Centrality, Touristic Features, Everyday Life or a combination of these elements. When 

its form was of a political nature, related to power structures, interviewees represented it 

through the central part. When the space was organized based on history and tourism, 

they covered the territory and oriented from the centre towards the west. Their maps 

included historical elements, but also personal and significant daily life, including shops 

and subway stations, but also places of entertainment and monuments. The Buenavista area 

appears among the elements related to daily life and urban businesses. Tepito emerges in 

the same way, while the Reforma Avenue appears connected to the tourist context. The 

last way to organize the space through disconnected spaces is presented by contrasting 

groupings of spaces with particular views.  
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6.A.2 Between Popular Commerce and Entertainment 

Until now I considered part of the discourse behind the interviews regarding the two 

territories, which are multiple. But what exactly are the places of collective memory that 

allow us to construct these two territories and their landscapes? I consider the 

interweaving of mental maps as a good method for identifying these places, as well as 

their characteristics. When analysing the mental maps, a total of 195 elements emerge, of 

which 70 elements coincide among the interviewees. Each interviewee drew an average 

of 20 elements. Regarding added elements, 25% were streets assigned to specific activities 

or as part of their mental tours, mostly located in the centre-west area; 31% were buildings 

with commercial use, for example department stores, such as Palacio de Hierro or precise 

buildings. Cultural places, such as museums, theatres, monuments, educational centres, 

etc. reached 16% of the places represented. There are a surprisingly low percentage of 

governmental and religious places: 7% and 3%, respectively. Similarly, markets and 

traditional stores barely reached 6%. However, even when the number of religious places 

is so reduced, the most added place was the Cathedral; more than 90% of the interviewees 

included it.  

 
Fig. 6.42 Graphic of the Proportion of Elements Added According to the Official Uses 

LH 
The Zócalo is also the second most included element; more than 80% included it in their 

drawing. Of the remaining 20%, 10% did not assign it a name, but they drew the space. 

Similarly, 80% included the Palacio Nacional. The Francisco I Madero avenue was the road 

most included in mental maps, represented by almost 75% of the interviewees. The 

Edificios de Gobierno and Alameda were drawn by 50% of the interviewees. Emblematic 

buildings such as the Portal de Mercaderes, Bellas Artes and the Torre Latinoamericana were 

included by more than 40% of the participants. Similarly, the Templo Mayor was also 

5%

26%

3%
4%

2%
7%16%

31%

6%

Areas Streets Public Squares/ Parks
Metro Station Government Places Religious Places
Cultural Places Commercial Places Markets



 366 

Tab. 6.1 Order of the elements included 
LH 

included by almost 40% of the interviewees. The Eje Central and Moneda street were the 

two other streets most mentioned, with 30% of the interviewees including them.  La 

Merced was the most mentioned area; in many cases this area was used to indicate a whole 

space or simply to include the market. In any case, almost 30% of the participants assigned 

importance to the southeast of the perimeter A. 

 

If we observe Fig. 6.43, the map with all the elements, we can note that most of the streets 

are located between the Zocalo and Alameda. Similarly, the majority of cultural and 

government elements are assigned in the central part, although oriented to the west, while 

the majority of businesses are distributed outside this area. We note that most of the 

traditional stores and markets are located in the two study areas, Alameda Sur and the 

Northeast. Correspondingly, outside the central area, large areas are located that are often 

used by groups and for popular and traditional practices. 

 

According to the aforementioned statistics, the HC seems eminently commercial. 

However, if we consider the frequency with which sites were mentioned, that is, the points 

of overlap between the different interviewees, we obtain different results.  By observing 

the frequency of plans of the aforementioned sites, we observe that the commercial 

tendency gradually disappears, creating a plan formed by two large sectors, the first 

formed by the Zócalo and the surrounding buildings and the other to the west in Alameda, 

connected by Francisco I Madero avenue.  The same happens when observing the order of 

inclusion of the sites on mental maps. Therefore, the importance of the historical origin 

of the city is expressed, as previously demonstrated by Martha de Alba in her study of 

Mexico City (Alba, 2004, p. 120). She also states that “the order of development of the 

drawing also expresses the importance of the site as there is a parallel between the 

historical origin of the city and the origin of its representation” (ibid). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 







 369 

Places of Everyday Life and Commerce: The Aftermath of the 

Urban Transformation  

The Historic Centre (HC) is characterized by a strong commercial orientation. Talking 

about daily life in the Centre in the traditional sense seems almost impossible, since it is 

hidden behind the thousands of people who visit it and, evidently, by the accumulation 

of street vendors. However, in fact, these characteristics are part of that latent daily life. 

They allow us to build a sense of belonging and community between those who reside in 

the HC and those who visit it daily, forming memories that are embodied in different 

places. Its inhabitants use space, appropriate it and occupy it, and spaces especially evoke 

memories when they reflect on them as a social group. In this section it is necessary to 

redefine the term inhabitants, coinciding with the proposition of the Italian anthropologist 

Angela Giglia (2012) who notes that inhabiting allows a subject to be placed within a 

space-temporal order, and at the same time they recognize it and establish it. This process 

is carried out through their perception of and relationship with their environment. To 

inhabit is not restricted to simply residing but to the recognition of an order and 

coordinates that allow the human being to be part of a dynamic and create a sense of 

place (ibid). In this direction the HC has several inhabitants, who necessarily do not dwell 

in the territory, but are users that occupy the same space daily for many years during long 

working days throughout the week. These users, like their residents, form social groups 

that establish bonds with the space, creating memories and identifying places.  

 

As I have already mentioned, the interviews were conducted in two areas of the HC, the 

first group belonging to the northeast area and the second to Alameda Sur. Due to this 

the places of memory embodied in the daily life of the HC are sometimes differentiated; 

Nevertheless, they coincide and have similarities. 

 

6.B.1 Public Space 

Similar to the strategy I use in the cinematic city, here, according to the interviews and 

fieldwork, I propose two manners in which public space has become a place of collective 

memory. First I will locate the relationship between the barrio and the use of landmarks. 

Secondly, I examine the work in the streets, specifically street vending, as form of 

collective memory and resistance.  
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6.B.1.1 Barrios and Landmarks: Urban Scars  

As I have previously discussed, the HC, like the films, was presented by our interviewees 

through a duality: the territory seen for its museographic and monumental aspects, versus 

the territory seen from the perspective of traditional places, and related to spaces used by 

popular groups. Among the last group, the barrios mentioned are: La Merced, La Lagunilla, 

Tepito and Barrio Chino. The Alameda area, the Zócalo area and the “beautiful area” were 

also recognized, which I will discuss later, in the section titled Power. 

 

Focusing on areas known as more traditional, and those recognized as belonging to 

popular groups, there are similarities between this version of the HC and the film city, 

located at boundaries between neighbourhoods, which allows us to observe collective 

memory transmission through spatial relationships. For example, La Merced is linked to 

the traditional market and informal sales, as well as prostitution practises. La Lagunilla is 

once again linked to traditional markets. Tepito refers to the area occupied by sales 

(including its markets, the church of San Francisco de Asis and the so-called Maracana), 

while the Barrio Chino, a place not mentioned in the selected films, is linked to Asian 

stores and restaurants, without any specific space being prominent. Its decoration and 

food make it a recognizable space; i.e. these practices are the landmarks of the Barrio Chino.  

The Northeast area is not assigned a specific name or a place that is used as a label to 

locate it; however, important places within the site are mentioned, such as Abelardo 

Rodríguez Market and Granaditas Market. This area is characterized above all by its popular-

commercial activity; however, in the cinematographic city, this is the same area that was 

once attributed to students. There are only a few traces left of this student life, that we 

will come to later when I discuss the institution of the University. However, according to 

the interviewees, the Northeast area is linked to the Tepito area. Even when asked about 

the name of the of their housing or work area, they said Tepito.  

 

This fact attracted my attention, because theoretically Tepito is an area on the other side 

of Eje 1 Norte, and officially it is not part of the area recognized as Colonia Centro. However, 

there are some similarities between the areas (Northeast area and Tepito); for example, 

both share the popular trade (toys, costume jewellery, shoes, clothes, makeup, etc.), as 

well as traditional trades such as tailoring and shoe design. In the Northern area of the 
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HC, and particularly Tepito, due to the war of the “Cristera”181 in the 1820s, several 

craftsmen came from the “Bajío”182 who established shoe shops and saddlers (Reyes 

Domínguez, 1993, p. 34). This also explains why República Argentina Street, just before 

reaching República de Costa Rica Street at the end of the 19th century, was known as “Calle 

de los Zapateros” (literally meaning shoemaker street), which can be seen in the map of 

1886. Although in recent decades this profession, like others, has progressively 

disappeared, the place maintains its association with shoes as a product; for example Costa 

Rica Street is full of shoe stores. The Granaditas Market is also in this area, “The largest shoe 

store in the world”, as they call themselves through a sign located on the north side of the 

market. Although the form of the area as such has changed, the place memory of this 

product has resisted despite the pressures of globalization, adapting the concept and the 

product to current needs.  

 

Other examples of the relationship between product and street memory exist in this 

sector: the República de Argentina and El Carmen streets are economic places to buy costume 

jewellery and cosmetics, and the Mixcalco Market and clothes are sold in the adjacent 

streets.  For example, Miguel S. Macedo, in his memories of this area in the second half 

of the 19th century, suggests:  

 
the considerable increase of the populated part in the northeast quadrant of the capital, 
despite being full of middle-class and poor people, has made the line of the Reloj [Old 
name of the República Argentina Street] into an artery of great circulation, which has given 
commercial importance to stores, although not of the first order… Then, to the north, 
shoe stores and bazares [stores with multiple cheap products] are countless. Lower class 
hotels and guest houses also abound.183 (Macedo & Campos, 1998, p. 20). 
 

 Therefore, these popular stores are places of collective memory, without the space 

necessarily complying with principles of monumentality. 

 
  

                                                
181 A religious based war that took place between 1926 and 1929. Emerges due to the imposition of secularist and 
anticlerical articles of the Mexican Constitution.  
182 West North-Central region that includes the states: Aguascalientes, Jalisco, Guanajjuato and Querétaro. 
183 Own translation.  
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People like Roberto, an inhabitant of the area, also consider this trade as a commercial 
tradition, a characteristic memory of the territory; he mentions that “the valley of Mexico 
was founded as a trading area and it continues to trade, […] it is a traditional activity to 
go buy the gifts of December 24, go to buy clothes or anything that concerns us [he and 
his friends]; many people use these parts [northeast area]  as points to acquire things, trade 
and shopping; I see it as a traditional activity.”184 The practice or ritual of buying is part 
of a tradition in which places are identified with products and with particular groups. 
 
Among other places of memory in Tepito were the “Fray Bartolomé de las Casas Sports 
and Social Centre” commonly known as “Maracana”, a name based on a myth, because 
there are no historical records. This name comes from a story of the people of the “Barrio 
Bravo de Tepito” in which, after the 1970 FIFA World Cup in Mexico, supposedly some 
of the players of the winning Brazilian selection came to the neighbourhood and played 
football in this field, they attributed this name to the place (Corona, 2017). This place was 
originally the square of the “Church of Saint Francis of Assisi”, and transformed into a 
field in the middle of the 20th century. Whether a myth or not, it gives significance and 
meaning to the inhabitants, who build their memories in that reality (fictitious or not, but 
still reality). This site is mentioned by some interviewees as a structuring place of the barrio 
characterised by activities which they do with pride; personalities such as boxers and 
footballers have emerged from this area, such as Raúl “Ratón” Macias.  
 
These events have marked the territory by building a place of collective memory and the 
identification of its inhabitants, despite not having decorative richness in architectural 
terms. Although they have similar associations with products or sales, and share the 
Maracana as identifying landmarks, these factors do not explain the strong connection of 
the Northeast with Tepito. That is why I resortto historical records. Tepito is linked to the 
city from pre-Columbian times, but it was from the beginning of the 18th century that this 
became part of the municipality of Mexico City. When I observe the historical plans, I 
confirm that the Barrio de Tepito and the Northeast area formed what was called Primer 
Cuartel at the beginning of the 19th century. Although its name and configuration change 
over the years, this area would remain as a single space until before the construction of 
Eje 1 Norte.  
 
 

 

                                                
184 Own translation.  
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Despite the current spatial modification (the construction of the road) and the fact that 

they belong to two different Colonias (Colonia Centro and Colonia Morelos), the memory that 

gives identity to its inhabitants has resisted urban transformation. The said road, the 

dividing space, is understood by its inhabitants as an urban scar: 
An ‘urban scar’ is the mark of a healed wound created by violent urbanization. This sign 
of trouble is a visible, intangible injury caused by the reconfiguration of the physical and 
social environment. It remains rooted in group memory, influencing their perception of 
urban space. Some spaces can thus be perceived as fragmented and/or recomposed by 
their inhabitants resulting in difficult, contradictory understandings of a single space 
(Herrera, Graezer Bideau, & Pedrazzini, 2017).  
 

Among the public squares mentioned, three other places also feature in the films: Santa 

Catalina, Garibaldi and Santo Domingo. The first two have similar meanings to the films, i.e. 

the first is linked to the Church and the second to the party and the mariachi. The third, 

“the stately Santo Domingo square” mentioned in the film del Brazo por la calle (Bustillo 

Oro, 1956), was linked to its monumentality, but at the same time to other memories.  

 

The Santo Domingo square works as a meeting point for the inhabitants of the area. 

Although many are attracted to the old tradition of scribes who occupied the place since 

the 18th century, they focus on the printers who share this space. Since these companies 

offer invitations, calendars, invitation cards, official documents, etc., the stories say that 

it was even possible to get false university degrees, a detail that caught the attention of 

our interviewees, especially due to its proximity to the Secretary of Public Education. 

After the in-situ fieldwork carried out in the year 2016, in 2017 there was a police 

operation in which several forged documents were confiscated, among them university 

degrees (Muedano, 2017). However, during the interviews, the reproduction of false 

documentation was perceived as a benefit to the community and as a common practice. 

Even while we (students and I) were persecuted by a group of street vendors who 

requested our university credentials, at the time of showing our carnets they added, “hey, 

those of Santo Domingo are improving”.185 With that comment they suggested that our 

carnets looked too real to be true, and were probably false. Although these are criminal 

activities, this conflicting position from an institutional perspective retains several 

“unofficial” or “sub-alternate” memories. Miniscule practices of the everyday, memories 

embodied in subterranean and alternate strata, are linked to an inherent ability of popular 

                                                
185 Own translation.  
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Fig. 6.57 Santo Domingo Square 
LH, 2016 

culture to act as a rumour in society, a kind of “tactic” in the sense of De Certeau ([1984] 

2008). 

 

As I have mentioned, La Merced is an important landmark, but also an everyday place 

where interviewees generally carry out purchases of both food and work materials. La 

Merced, although emblematic, is stigmatized due to delinquency and prostitution, but more 

important is the fact that these meanings are also highlighted by the films, transmitting a 

common imaginary. The same happens in La Lagunilla, in which the interviewers rarely 

noted a difference between the market and barrio, meaning that these two spaces share an 

identity. On the other hand, when discussing the Barrio Chino, despite only occupying a 

few streets, the interviewees did not know how to assign its dimension with certainty. It 

is a distinctive place for traditional Asian parties and celebrations, as well as shops 

including restaurants, stores of traditional items, Chinese medicine clinics, etc.  
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6.B.1.2 Working on the Street: An ephemeral architecture 

Working in the streets is still a practice that characterises the public space of the Historic 
Centre. I focus mainly on street vending, since in the areas of study, these characters are 
more frequent and relevant (particularly in the Northeast). However, other works in the 
street, such as prostitution, are still present in the HCMC, and the interviewees located 
these in two large areas at night, the first in the vicinity of La Ciudadela, and the second in 
La Merced. In this last area, as in the films, the interviewees specified that schedules usually 
vary and that it is a recognized area for such practices. Similarly, other workers, such as 
the Organilleros and Boleros, as they acquired more formal traits in their practices at the end 
of the 1970s, needed licenses to work in a public space. The Organilleros, although they 
move around the HCMC, are frequently located in the patrimonialized areas. Similarly, 
the Boleros have stalls in these areas, probably due to the fact that said work depends on 
monetary contributions or payments from passers-by, so in this area they have greater 
possibilities of income. For the Organillero, areas of popular commerce are noisier and 
music could hardly be heard. The street vendors are located at several points of the HC; 
in the Northeast area, a large part of the streets is occupied by these actors, unlike the 
area of Alameda Sur, where just some streets and stalls are detected. For this reason I 
analyse the group that occupies this northeast area, although the practices they perform 
are not particular to this area. 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 4, street vendors are a stigmatized group that have been 
subjected to multiple evictions and displacements throughout the history of HC,186 and 
the markets that emerged at the beginning of the 20th century (for example, Abelardo 
Rodríguez Market) were a way of regularizing street vending. Historically, the 
governments in charge have used multiple control mechanisms to clear the streets of the 
practices that this type of commerce entails. Government aspirations based on an 
ideology of patrimonial protection from the 2000 have generated policies and regulations 
for evicting these vendors from of the area of the perimeter A; in 2007 particularly, a 
massive cleansing was generated by the program of Reorganization for Commerce in 
Public Space. These appropriations of space and the struggles of governments to control 
them do not take place only in this Mexican territory; throughout Latin America there are 
multiple examples of the struggle to recover historic centres. For example. in the 
neighbouring country of Guatemala, the struggle for the historic centre of Guatemala City 
has led to multiple evictions and reorganizations of street vendors, as well as 
implementations of permits, registrations or certificates to control the number of vendors. 
  

                                                
186 Please see pages 172 to 175. 
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Fig. 6.59 View of the Street Vendors from the Market Abelardo 2 
LH, 2016 

Fig. 6.60 Street Vendors at Carmén Street 
LH, March 2016 

 
  

Fig. 6.58 View of the Street Vendors from the Market Abelardo 
LH, 2016 
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The proliferation of these practices is considered a symptom of weak economic systems 
unable to meet the demand for work. At the same time, they allow access to low-cost 
products and services to the less favoured classes. Beyond the complexity of analysing 
economic productivity mechanisms, in this section I propose that this spatial practice can 
be considered a form of collective memory embodied in the urban landscape, through 
the ephemeral architecture that street vendors use as well as the practices I have pointed 
out in the cinematic city. 
 
Street vending is considered a marginal, informal and non-legal practice - though it is not 
illegal - in Mexico City. It is based on an organization or group of people using certain 
spaces to place their products and provide services on a daily basis. In particular, the 
interest in the HCMC comes from street vendors remaining in the area, and its connection 
with the market of Tenochtitlan, since for many of its inhabitants the HC represents a 
place par excellence for selling. The simple act of locating them as a group within the social 
structure suggests that they share and practice memories, not only in the sense of 
remembrance and the identification of shared experiences, but also in the sense that Paul 
Connerton explains, as memory habit in which body and space play an important role in 
sustaining social (collective) memory:  

 
If there is such a thing as social memory, I shall argue, we are likely to find it in 
commemorative ceremonies; but commemorative ceremonies prove to be 
commemorative only in so far as they are performative; performativity cannot be thought 
without a concept of habit, and habit cannot be thought without a notion of bodily 
automatisms.(1989, p. 5)  

 
In this sense, my argument regarding the collective memory of street vendors comes from 
the idea that there is a permanence in the way that street vendors occupy the space of 
Mexico City, even detectable in the construction and evolution of certain patterns of its 
informal architecture. Street vendors in the HCMC have faced a series of displacements 
and reorganizations of their physical structures over time. On the one hand, this is due to 
the pressures exerted on them by government institutions, and on the other hand, it is 
due to the restructuring of the sustenance of their economic profitability and their 
corresponding resistance tactics. Change and restructuring is an intrinsic part of the 
performance of this memory, forming a sort of “palimpsest”, not in the sense of a totally 
defined or physical geographical space, but rather in the patterns of spatial practices 
expressed through architectural structures, which we often tend to see as impermanent. 
 
According to Miguel Olivo (2010), street vendors have two types of operations, one 
internal and one external. The first consists of all the activities necessary to achieve the 
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sale, from the supply of the goods and the deal with the client, to the assembly and 
dismantling of their positions. The second refers to what they use to defend its 
permanence through negotiations, codes and symbols. Both operations reveal a whole 
system of tangible elements that allow the practice of street selling. 
 
From a historical perspective, “activity of itinerant commerce is as old as the history of 
the city” (Contreras & Weihert, 1988, p. 1). It has its antecedents in the first cultural 
expressions, when man perceived the need to exchange objects, products and services. In 
the HC its origins have deep historical roots in the Aztec market tianquiztli, based on 
exchange and barter. These commercial practices were recorded in the codices,187 where 
Tlatelolco played a key role. The tianquiztli was installed for five days in the squares of the 
city, and most of the goods that flowed to Tenochtitlan arrived on the backs of local 
producers-merchants, who brought their own products to the markets. Similarly, there 
existed a class of commercial traffickers, who sought products in other parts of the Aztec 
empire to take to the markets of Tenochtitlan (ibid.). With the arrival of colonization, 
trade evidently took other routes. However, in the first years, this organization and form 
of work remained, and was even detailed by Cortes, suggesting that groups were organized 
and ordered according to their product:188 

 
This city has many public squares, in which are situated the markets and other places for 
buying and selling. There is one square twice as large as that of the city of Salamanca, 
surrounded by porticoes, where are daily assembled more than sixty thousand souls, 
engaged in buying and selling and where are found all kinds of merchandise that the world 
affords… Finally, everything that can be found throughout the whole country is sold in 
the markets, comprising articles so numerous that to avoid prolixity, and because their 
names are not retained in my memory, or are unknown to me, I shall not attempt to 
enumerate them. Every kind of merchandise is sold in a particular street or quarter 
assigned to it exclusively, and thus the best order is preserved. Each kind of merchandise 
is sold in its own street without any mixture whatever; they are very particular in this. 
(Cortés, Pagden, & Elliott, 2001, pp. 104–105). 
 

After the conquest of Tenochtitlan, the economy underwent an acculturation process 
which changed commercial activities; this the market place appeared and was synthesized 
with commercial traffic, transforming the original pre-Columbian structure. 
  

                                                
187 For example, the codices matritenses, where there is a wide section that explains the topic of the Aztec economy 
(Portilla, 1983, p. 363). 
188 This can also explain the relationship between trade and product found in the streets of the HC.   
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The market place arises as a symbol of commercial power, where most commercial 
transactions are regulated through ordinances that also establish physical and social 
structures according to the type of client. In the beginning, there was the el Volador 
Market, as well as the “Old Portal Mercaderes”, formal physical structures. These new forms 
of market, i.e. market place, mobilized over time in other city squares. At the beginning 
of the 18th century the El Parian market was built with more durable materials. It was 
captured in an 18th century oil painting, which is an urban view of the daily life in Mexico, 
showing the Plaza Mayor (Zócalo) where the Market Parian was located. From this painting 
we can detect a hierarchical socio-spatial organization, where the market is a fixed and 
symbolic structure in the centre of the Zócalo, destined mainly for a Spanish and 
aristocratic population. Not so far from it, it is possible to observe some semi-structures 
of stalls and tables that were used by the Market of Bastimientos and the flea market—
meeting and supply places for the population of scarce resources. These structures were 
built in wood and straw, used for protection as well as to delimit the space of each seller. 
The further they were from the market, the more irregular their organization became. 
 
Because the formal structure was not enough, there is an overflow of markets near the 
plaza. With market organisation to new social actors arise, new sorts of street vendor: the 
Buhonero, who usually traded in streets and market squares selling multiple items in an 
itinerant form, and the libremesillero, who had licence to place tables in the space, but did 
not have a regular or fixed place. Although there were multiple ordinances and regulations 
by the City Council prohibiting selling in the streets with the threat of losing merchandise, 
sellers still found multiple ways to sell their products. At the beginning of the 17th 
centurym there were many attempts to suppress them. From the colonial era, struggled 
to suppress irregular forms of sale that did not comply with physical structures, such as 
those of the markets. 
 
It should be noted that markets began to be perceived as an urban disease at the beginning 
of the 17th century. For this reason, a transformation of commercial activities began. This 
intensified and increased the intention to replace these irregular market stalls with proper 
markets. Despite this, the lack of infrastructure capacity, and a cultural predilection for 
open-air markets, allowed street workers to persist in the urban landscape of the city 
(Barbosa, 2008).  
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From the 19th century onwards, and following independence, street vendors began to pay 

licences to the government, as well as fees for occupying open-air spaces. La Merced 

market and its adjacent streets eventually became the “Central de Abastos” (central 

market) of Mexico City. Due to the increase of vendors, the authorities created a 

“Commercial Corridor” that went from the La Merced square to the old de la Aguilita 

Square, covering the streets of Manzanares and Talavera (Valenzuela Cervantes, 2003, p. 

16).  

 

At the beginning of the 20th century, tax collections were interrupted due to the decade 

of revolution. This and other facts allowed the proliferation of street stalls as a strategy 

of subsistence. As mentioned in the previous chapter, these semi-fixed positions were 

known as sombras and barracas,189 and their structures and means of occupying space 

remained the same, although they were updated using other materials. 

  

After the Mexican revolution, street vendors began to be active actors in the city’s politics, 

through the integration of social organizations and groups into the official party. 

Therefore, the creation of a “Corredor Comercial” legitimising street vendors. Despite 

the successive construction of hundreds of markets and commercial infrastructure, these 

were always insufficient, considering that at the beginning of the 20th century the city 

hosted large waves of population migrations from the interior of the republic. 

 

Also in the early 20th century, the first umbrellas are used by street vendors as part of their 

structures, although these were unusual. In the 1950s and 1960s, policies were 

implemented encouraging the formation of civil associations; these groups were obliged 

to join the PRI and to support political actions arranged by the party. Through this 

strategy, street sellers were forced to go through an organization to obtain a sale permit. 

It was probably also during this time that stall structures of metal and wood covered with 

plastic or nylon began to be introduced, possibly due to the increase in the plastic textile 

industry in Mexico. 

  

                                                
189 See page 254 
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Historically, street vendors have been present at the HC since colonial times, and their 

practices have materialized through informal architectures according to each era. In spite 

of the aforementioned measures, with tendencies to regularize trade in public roads, they 

represent an important group in the HC, and I will focus on those located in the northeast 

part of the area. Street vendors’ stalls begin to massively occupy this district in 2008, after 

the reorganization of their trade, since this space belongs to perimeter B.  

 

However, street vendors already existed there. In a satellite image190 from December 2005, 

it is possible to observe these groups, and in a 2006 image, the domes occupying the 

Streets of República Dominicana and República de Haiti appear for the first time. In this photo, 

the Plaza del Estudiante is empty, while República de Venezuela and República de Argentina 

Streets feature growing street vendoring, as well as the parallel streets. In the 2009 image, 

República de Argentina Street is completely empty, at least up to the section of the Apartado, 

while República de Venezuela Street still has some street vendors. 

 

In images from 2013, street vendors in the República de Venezuela have disappeared, due to 

the implementation of the Line 4 metrobús. The streets to the north are a little more filled 

with vendors, especially in Estudiante Square and its surrounding streets. In 2016, the 

Street of República de Argentina is completely cleared, while the streets towards Eje 1 Oriente 

(Circunvalación Avenue) begin to be taken by street vendors. Estudiante Square is completely 

occupied by this group.  

 

In 2017 and 2018 subtle changes appear in this structure: while street vendors are reduced 

in Eje 1 Norte in 2017, in 2018 many more appear again. However, República de Venezuela 

Street has remained a border since 2013 between street trading and the rest of the Historic 

Centre, coinciding with the introduction lof ine 4 of the metrobús (bus system).  

 

On República de Argentina Street, the stalls disappear in 2016 but reappear in 2017, probably 

related to some kind of rearrangement of the space produced by external forces. 

Accordingly, there is a constant mobilization of street vendor stands as a consequence of 

evictions caused by the government. As we observe, if they disappear from one point, 

                                                
190 The images inserted here are only representative; there are several photos of the same area where this same progress 
in appropriation of the territory can be observed. Furthermore, this information coincides with the information 
provided by the interviewees, specifically the inhabitants of the Casa del Estudiante (located near to Estudiante square) 
who closely observed the gradual occupation of the area. 
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they appear again in another street. Therefore there is a mechanism behind the persistence 

and resistance of the street vendors. Their organization is constant, and the changes in 

their organization depend on several factors, including high sales times - which can 

accommodate more vendors - and street maintenance by the government, which requires 

them to move from certain streets, reducing space. 

 

During fieldwork I faced a world of multi-colored canvas, umbrellas, tables, metal 

structures, wooden structures, which at first sight did not make any sense. In the course 

of the daysl little by little, through ethnographic observation and the reading of books, I 

realized that what I identified as an informal structure in appearance, actually involved a 

complex formal and spatial organization. To begin with, the group of street vendors and 

informal commerce is organized through several groups and key actors: Leaders, 

Collectors, Controllers, Informal Vendors, Advertisers, Merchandise Mobilizers, Buyers 

and even established Merchants. 

 
 

1. Leaders, Collectors and Controllers: They organize the structure of the shops and 
sales, and are in charge of representing sellers in front of public entities and 
negotiating spaces. They usually head the vendor associations. Commonly they assign 
persons who have their confidence (frequently familiar) to realize collections and to 
control several aspects of the group. Particular territories are established among the 
leaders, which may belong to one or multiple leaders. There are specific controllers 
for street vendors who are responsible for monitoring whether everything is in order 
and warning them when patrols begin to arrive. Other controllers mobilize in the 
area, designated by their leaders to keep order and avoid problems, even between 
different positions of street vendors. 
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2. Street vendors: There are multiple ways to analyse and classify these actors, but I 

will focus on their physical characteristics, as well as their temporality and use of 
space. Therefore there are four subcategories: 

a. Fixed stalls: These have a fixed space on the public road, and are structures 
of durable materials, such as steel structures and sheet covers, so they are 
not removable; also the enclosure is completely hermetic and 
manufactured with durable materials. Sometimes they have ceramic 
floors, and their doors are metallic curtains that provide security. Their 
dimensions vary according to location. There are other types of posts that 
are semi-detachable, which have a metal structure usually fixed to the 
ground (sometimes even with cast iron) but their enclosures are 
removable and fragile, usually using materials such as plastic sheets and 
pieces of wooden board. There are also specific structures, such as metal 
booths that are completely closed and fused to the ground. These were 
located in the streets near Estudiante Square in Apartado Street, and near 
Circunvalación Avenue. In some cases there are large metal structures with 
fixed posts underneath. These are located in Estudiante Square, República de 
Nicaragua Street, Apartado Street and Eje 1 Norte. The street vendors 
regularly pay a fixed amount to street leaders for a space on the public 
road. Within these large structures are domes that completely cover 
República Dominicana and República de Haiti Streets. Under the domes there 
are fixed and semi-fixed positions; fixed stalls with durable materials have 
the possibility that their sale items can stay within the posts. Those 
manufactured with more malleable materials (such as plastic roofs) often 
move the goods every day from their stand to the warehouses, and vice 
versa. At night, according to the interviewees, private security guards 
secure the area. In moments of reorganization, these vendors experience 
fewer repercussions because their positions are fixed in the street with 
enduring materials. However, in the Peña y Peña street and the Girón alley, 
I observed how some stalls were dismantled during a structural 
reorganization. 
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b. Semi-fixed stalls: These stalls have a fixed space, although their structure is not fixed; 
they must be assembled and disassembled every day. Their dimensions vary: some 
very small units barely occupy the space under the umbrella, measuring between 
1.5 m and 2 m in diameter, while others are regulated by the dimensions of a table 
or a metallic structure. Both objects are used simultaneously to display products. 
These spaces can measure up to 2 m x 3 m. Their posts are usually removable, 
and usually composed of wooden and metal structures, accompanied by tables or 
boards to place the product on, under the shade. Their covers are usually made of 
plastic tarpaulins. Other stalls offer service only and have an umbrella, table, 
stretcher or/and chair according to the service that they offer. The vendor using 
the stall regularly pays a fixed amount to leaders of street vendors, and/or 
sometimes pays for a space in the wall of an established shop. All these structures 
are scattered through the territory, on several streets, sometimes even in 
combination with a fixed structure. Timing the stalls depends on the use of certain 
spaces and high and low sales seasons; according to the time, there are more or 
fewer semi-fixed positions. Obviously, these spaces change the most because 
removal and installation is much easier than it is for the fixed stalls. These 
structures allow a great articulation and mobility of organizational structure, but 
during reorganizations of space, they are weak, since they can gain or lose 
dimensions and even disappear. As well as changing their dimensions, they can 
change their appearance. 

c. Toreros: These actors do not have a common fixed position or fixed structure; at 
most they take a bank with them, and usually have a blanket to place their 
merchandise on. These vendors are found on several streets, usually at perimeter 
A, such as the beginnings (from the south to the north) of República de Argentina 
Street and Carmen Street. The organizational relationship between Toreros and 
controllers is usually closer than it is for other vendors, because they must be 
organized to evade the police. Commonly the agents responsible for punishing 
this trade drive a white truck. If the controllers see this car approaching, they 
usually use portable communicators (walkie-talkies) to inform others where the 
patrol is. Although this could not be directly verified, it is said that warnings 
generally use a whistle to inform them that they must move; at that moment the 
toreros hastily disassemble their posts, using their blanket as a sack, and hide 
quickly, either in nearby businesses or fleeing through the streets. If the police 
catch a torero, he is arrested, his merchandise is confiscated, and he must pay a 
bond for his release. During fieldwork, there was only the opportunity to observe 
moments before the police arrived and moments after this event. 
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d. Movable stalls: These vendors are characterized by structures with wheels that allow 
them to move through all the streets, mostly used by people who sell drinks, snacks, 
fruit and prepared food. They can use adapted cars, baskets or boxes to mobilize 
their sales even in the least accessible places. They regularly move into different 
streets, although they have precise routes every day. Their posts are usually built in 
wood and have an umbrella. It is worth mentioning that there is also food service 
in semi-fixed positions. 

e. Advertising person: Commonly known as gritones (a person who shouts), these are 
responsible for announcing the sales of products, especially for shops located in the 
plazas or for street vendors. They aim to encourage buyers to see the product and 
enter the store. They can make announcements in real time, although they often 
use recordings and speakers to promote the product. Sometimes the same sellers 
serve both functions. The phrases and sounds of the gritones are present at all times 
of the day, having various objectives. The most common are “What are you taking 
güera?”191 “What are you looking for beautiful (gorgeous, miss, lady, etc.)”, “What 
can we offer you? We have good prices, just ask!” Others relate to direct advertising, 
with the gritones naming the product, its virtues and the price with phrases like “Bag 
(clothing, shoes, or any product) branded (name it) 100 (amount) weight worth 100 
(amount) pesos (cost)”, “Only for today, import items at only 50 pesos”, “We have 
clothes (or any product) for the gentleman, for the lady, for the child, for the girl, 
move forward”. The phrases are not limited to presenting the products, but can 
also give more information, including phrases that could be punished by law, such 
as “Massive piracy product, move forward, quality images, recent movies” or “It’s 
from the brand, it is not a replica; stolen but original.” On days with a lot of 
commercial activity, like a Friday afternoon or Saturday at noon, it can be difficult 
to understand the words or know who they are addressed to (if they are directed 
towards someone).  

                                                
191 White girl or light-haired girl. 
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3. Merchandise Mobilizers: Popularly known as diableros (literally a devil person), these 
are responsible for moving the goods that a customer has purchased from a seller; 
usually these purchases are wholesale. This profession evokes the tameme in pre-
Hispanic times, carrying various articles on his sword. The objective is to move the 
merchandise from the point of sale to the customer's vehicle. Although their work is 
independent, they are usually associated with certain vendors. The diableros run 
quickly through the streets and stalls with great skill, sometimes leading to 
merchandise and even people who are not attentive. Their movements usually attract 
attention, and phrases such as “watch out, there is the devil” or “Beware of the devil”. 
The diableros take merchandise to the buyers, who can be in their own car, or in one 
of the informal bus stations in a nearby area, or even in the middle of the street 
obstructing traffic. 
 

4. Established Trade: Although their commercial characteristics cannot be considered 
part of the informal structure, they play an important role. Like the churches and 
vecindades, these popular shops must negotiate their access, as well as the public space 
in front of them. Some popular shops extend their space of sale on to the street, or 
the space in front of their commercel through a mutual agreement, is occupied by a 
semi-fixed position. There can be several semi-fixed positions in front of the same 
trade, occupying sidewalks and walls with one or several posts. This allows a free 
space to enter established commerce. As already mentioned, these are indispensable 
for toreros since they can enter the shops to evade the police. 

 
Every day these actors start work in the morning; as the first point of departure the sellers 
arrive at their different warehouses. Between 9:00 and 9:30 the assembly and placing of 
merchandise begins, which will later be dismantled between 6:00 p.m. and 6:30 p.m. Semi-
fixed posts occupy the space that belongs to them, on which the vendors place the 
metallic structure, wood or plastic pipes, tables, boxes or any other material that allows 
them to delimit their space. The cover follows; they take the plastic, pass it over the 
structure, and look for a tie or any other type of fabric that allows them to make a 
mooring. The umbrella can be attached to the same structure with a mooring wire or any 
other structure that serves to support it. They then place plastic or cloth on the tables and 
place the product on them. Sometimes it seems that the products have already been hung 
up, i.e. that they are as they were the day before.  
 
They place their sales signs and price tags, talking, laughing, gossiping or commenting on 
what happened yesterday. If you are not accustomed to the space, it is easy to get lost 
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since some streets are streets totally obstructed by the posts, making it impossible to see 
buildings. The only means of spatial guidance is to look at the type of product. 
 
As the day progresses, food stalls begin to arrive, “aguas frescas (natural fruit drinks)”. 
These also initiate screams of sale, the music at full volume. The diablero leads to shouts – 
“there comes the devil there is the devil” – so regularly all the people move aside. The 
diablero arrives at the end of the street, where a lady with several boxes and a pick up awaits 
him while another takes the merchandise to a car in ruins where it no longer fits. The 
salespeople keep screaming and selling. For half a day there are more and more people 
with plastic bags; surely they have bought something. 
 
There are also collectors and controllers who pass slowly on their motorcycle, doing the 
necessary work. Forms of sale do not vary much between them, only the article of sale. 
At the end of the afternoon they begin to dismantle. They undo everything they tied up 
in the morning, remove plastics, planks, store the merchandise in their boxes, and all help 
each other. The structures begin to disappear while the old landscape appears of ruined 
houses, boarded houses and the odd inhabitant who observes the activities from his 
ramshackle balcony. They remove wooden boards and structures. Some store their items 
in nearby shops or cars. The street begins to be empty. Now there is garbage on all sides 
and it smells very bad because of this and the sewer. Obviously, there are variations in 
routine, one argument or another, the music at times stronger, the posts the same, 
although every day ingenuity and creativity (and sometimes need) can make them change 
some element, but the objective is the same: take a space, mount or open a post, and sell 
and sell. 
 
On Tuesdays and Sundays the level of activity is different. Some street vendors use 
Tuesday  as a rest day, allowing residents to pass without difficulties through the area. 
Informal talk suggests that this is because the vendors have a kind of oral agreement with 
the inhabitants. On Sunday, due to the decrease of buyers (such as those attending Mass), 
the number of street vendors decreases, as well as the sales schedule, ending around 15:00 
hours. Sale schedules are also related to wholesale buyers, who usually arrive via bus 
through informal transportation stations near the area. Activities also change according 
to festivities and holidays. For example, at Easter, sales between the Friday of Sorrows 
and Holy Tuesday increased significantly, whereas in the last days of Easter activities were 
only perceptible in the areas of highest concentration (For example, Estudiante Square and 
Azteca Street) 
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Another variant occurs during periods of space preadaptation, generated primarily in areas 
where street vendors are displaced by the government. As previously mentioned, street 
vending is neither illegal nor legal, but the local government wants street vendors 
completely moved out of the protected area, and sometimes use renovation projects as 
an excuse to move street vendors from the streets, resulting in more sellers within a small 
space. The process to obtain one of these semi-fixed spaces varies; they are some of the 
most fragile and at the same time most adaptable points of transformation.  
During fieldwork, several spatial and occupational modifications took place in the area; 

using the renovation of sidewalks as an excuse, the government moved several ambulant 

vendors from the Eje 1 Norte. Consequently, certain streets, such as Peña y Peña or the 

República de Colombia, changed the spaces granted to street vendors, and new street vendors 

appeared in streets such as República de Brasil in the furthest northern section.  

 

The occupation was not drastic; initially umbrellas and other elements could be seen as 

ways of dividing the space in the streets. In the following days, street vendors arrived with 

sales items. At the end of September 2016, one of these mobilisations and spatial 

redistributions took place, the sellers appropriating their spaces little by little. When we 

(myself and some students) approached  them with the excuse of buying a costume, as 

there were already the costumes for Halloween, one of them replied “now I do not have 

everything with me” and “at the end of the week I will surely have more merchandise”. 

The reason for this, according to that person, was that they were still assigning their 

positions. During the talk, he mentioned that they had to stay in the space, even if they 

did not have the merchandise or if nobody bought. from them, because in fact this 

allowed them to earn the right to the space. The system not only requires a payment, but 

also requires effort “to be in the place.”  

 

Through this network of activities and the practice of occupying public space, the memory 

of the street vendors is expressed. Observations and spatial analysis confirmed the 

configuration and special practice performed by street vendors, but it was also through 

interviews that it was possible to confirm this connection with the past as a form of 

transmitted collective memory. The street vendors consider themselves heirs of the 

original peoples of the city, and therefore part of its memory and history, as the street 

vendor Jacinta expresses: “it is a historical place where our first settlers were, and where 

commerce has always existed […] well I like history very much, I have read books where 

you see the very fancy ladies at that time when the trade was outside of the cathedral, and 
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then I think why [do] they [the government] remove us from it if we are also historical, 

the historic centre for good reason is historical.”192 In addition to a process of 

identification with pre-Columbian memory and evolution, this story involves indicating a 

place currently prohibited for street vendors “near the cathedral”, and their resistance is 

based on the fact that they were also part of the historical image of the Centre. This 

construction of meaning memory is similarly expressed by another street vendor, Julia, 

who argues that it is a tradition of the “original peoples”: 

 
You [me] have to realise that what they did was pass down to us a knowledge, as my 
grandfather usually told me to see the weight that you are going to spend in order to 
know how much you are winning. It was that way [learning from their ancestors] that we 
started and later all these events occurred [eviction] and when I was a girl at that time 
they  [government] gave us money […] we were left without a salary, we were left with 
raw materials […] well, there was no work or anything, we went back to the street again, 
that’s why we are workers in the historic centre.193  

 

for Julia there is a sense of transmission of knowledge when she conceives that her work 

as a worker is inherited. However much the day to day seems to change, despite the 

exceptions mentioned, daily the street vendors perform their ritual. They raise their stalls, 

using similar movements, know their space in a way that seems to be marked on the 

ground, establish a relationship between the organisation of space and a hierarchy of 

posts. Each position has certain characteristics that define its social position (at least in 

the sense of appropriation of the territory).  they use signs, words and tactics, where each 

form and expression are known by both sellers and buyers; they have a habitual memory. 

Which consists:  

 
[…] simply in our having the capacity to reproduce a certain performance. Thus, 
remembering how to read or how to write or how to ride a bicycle is in each case a matter 
of our being able to do these things, more or less effectively, when the need to do so 
arises […] it is part of the meaning of remembers[memory/remembering] that what is 
remembered is past; remembers, we might say is a past-referring term. But as regard[s] 
this third class of memories, we frequently do not recall how or when or where we have 
acquired the knowledge in question; often it is only by the fact of the performance that 
we are able to recognise and demonstrate to others that we do in fact remember. 
(Connerton, 1989, p. 24). 
 
 

This is a mnemonic system in which each element has a meaning. Each person knows 

their space and builds it as they strengthen relationships, their memories are all expressed 

                                                
192 Own translation. 
193 Own translation.  
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under and by the sea of plastics and umbrellas, elements that lack aesthetic quality, but in 

the end, they are part of this place of memory. Or as Julia expressed, when asked what 

the places of tradition are, “It could [couldn’t?] be somewhere else, for example, in the 

place where they are going to relocate us […] it is there where the uses and customs, the 

traditions of each language can be identified, it can be said that there are many here, both 

outside the perimeter and how they are inside”.194 That is that the place of memory is 

contained within the practice of street vending itself. 

 

The Umbrella Beyond an Object 

So far, I have described how the collective memory of salespeople is a performance and 

a spatial practice, but I have not addressed their overall resistance tactics. On the one 

hand the negotiations and organisation of the groups of street vendors allow the 

resistance, but in the same way resistance is carried in the precise objects, such as the 

umbrella, with which they build the posts that allow them to form and carry up their 

resistance under the arrangement of chaos. 

 

During fieldwork, the first impression is that the umbrella was used to protect goods or 

people from the rain and the sun, but this became doubtful, due to the following 

observations: 1) some umbrellas were too deteriorated to give protection. 2) In some 

cases the umbrella was protecting a reduced space for the stalls and did not even protect 

the merchandise. 3) Sometimes the umbrellas were simply isolated in space without 

purpose. 4) In other cases, the umbrellas were under waterproof plastics that served to 

protect them. 5) In case of rain, the products were protected with plastic. 6) Sometimes 

umbrellas were prepared to hang and display merchandise. 

 

In this sense the umbrella, as a common and banal object, had several goals. This element 

was used in two ways to delimit the space. In the first case the umbrellas’ shade provided 

and marked the sellers’ workspace. In some cases, these were located in isolated positions 

while in others these were part of or extensions of fixed posts. The other way of using 

the umbrella as a spatial marker involved locating the umbrella at the beginning or end of 

the semi-fixed position, delimiting the occupation area. The shade implies the rights 

acquired over a territory, for which the street vendors have paid a daily or monthly fee,  

  
                                                
194 Own translation 
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evidencing an economic system and a structure of spatial organisation, the results of a 

long process of negotiations between several actors (street vendors, leaders, government, 

etc.). 

 

However, to maintain the economic system and spatial structure of street vendors, and 

therefore their resistance, control and order strategies are necessary. Here the umbrella 

colour gathers importance. Their colours can vary from blue to white, green, red, or can 

be combined to two or more colours. Caroline Stam (2007) suggests that colour is directly 

related to the organisation the street vendors belong to, and therefore symbolises the 

leader who manages the territory. Newspaper articles (De Jong, May 2007; Venegas, 

August 2016) relate the characteristic use of colours by the street vendors—both 

umbrellas and other elements—to the amount that they must pay to obtain the territory. 

The colour also depends on its location, for example on main streets or corners, the 

colour is different, because these places have greater visibility; consequently the price of 

these places is higher. During fieldwork, I observed large groups of umbrellas of the same 

colour, as well as umbrellas of different colours. This led me to think that both theories 

may be valid. In both cases, the use of colour is a form of territorial marking, control and 

an indication of leaders’ power, signalling hierarchies of street vendors (based on who has 

the best location) and their leaders (based on who has the most spaces). 

 

Therefore, the functionality of this object is embedded in the resistance of the group. In 

internal operations, the umbrellas are part of the physical structure of the ambulant-

vendor stalls, and their practicality as a folding object allows speed in assembling and 

dismantling the stall. The umbrella delimits the space and is sometimes used as protection 

from inclement weather. In external operations, the umbrellas are used as symbolic codes 

signalling the organisational structure of the space, as well as evidencing related 

negotiations. The umbrellas reveal three hierarchies in appropriating space: 1) 

Appropriation of public territory by the street vendors. 2) Appropriation of a determinate 

space and number of street vendors by the leader. 3) Appropriation of specific space 

marked by the different stalls and elements used by the street vendors.  
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6.B.2 Vecindades: Nostalgia  

“There are almost no people … the houses used to be full, there were many vecindades and 

now everything is empty”, says Emilia, a market worker. All interviewees agreed with this 

idea, including residents, traders, experts and government institutions. They highlighted 

that most residents had migrated to other areas of the city, and therefore the traditional 

housing and vecindades had disappeared. With them the community life and the liveliness 

of the social groups occupying the spaces in the Historic Centre were also evacuated. 

Other architectural typologies and traditional practices, such as multiple artisanal 

workshops, have vanished. The religious representatives interviewed also pointed out that 

these changes in dynamics caused the loss of parishioners. 

 

Although the interviews were conducted more than 30 years after the earthquake of 

September 19, 1985, the memory of the earthquake is still present as an event that changed 

the urban-social configuration and the urban landscape. The interviewees agree on the 

fact that, although the centre had already been depleted, it was from 1985 that this 

territory suffered a drastic transformation. Many of the vecindades collapsed, and other 

inhabitants left in fear of suffering the consequences of a new earthquake or the obvious 

building deterioration. This memory undoubtedly remains active, and the seismic alarms 

contribute to memories of it. Beatriz when referring to this sound says “One gets very 

nervous and more so after the quake…” 

 

After the earthquake, unprecedented rehabilitation projects and housing reconstruction 

took place in Mexico. A series of pioneering projects and housing programs were carried 

out simultaneously, aimed at addressing the housing quality of the low-income 

population. (Delgadillo, 2011). More than 1200 buildings were expropriated to 

reconstruct old vecindades and build new ones (idem, p. 478). These last vecindades de 

reconstrucción are also called predios by the inhabitants, so as to differentiate from the old 

vecindades. Many of these projects continued the spatial organisation established by the old 

vecindades, keeping shared entrances and common areas, such as the patio. However, 

interviewees point out that these operations also brought new inhabitants from other 

sectors. For this reason, the sense of community changed and this generated some distrust 

in the housing spaces. Inhabitants argue that with the earthquake, the number of street 

vendors increased, flourishing amid the already informal commerce present in the area. 
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The earthquake was a turning point in the history of housing in the central area of Mexico 

City. Deterioration of the area, and the earthquake, allowed the emptying of the area that, 

according to official data, began in the ’50s. Consequently, what happened to the 

vecindades? And what role does collective memory play? 

 

Currently, according to the interviewees, those who inhabit the centre are those who had 

access to an apartment in a vecindad de reconstrucción or low-income population, who have 

no other alternatives. That is to say, the “survivors”. Veronica, an inhabitant of the 

northeast of the  HC, said “Surviving the fact that, as I mentioned, their home has not 

been taken away, [there] is an area where there are still some vecindades that have not been 

invaded to be [turned into] warehouses – they would be the people who still live here”.195 

This comment indicates the displacement that threatens the permanence of inhabitants 

and vecindades. 

 

Many authors point out the processes of displacement and gentrification in the area of 

the Historic Centre. Víctor Delgadillo and Patricia Olivera (2014) state  that the 

displacement of the street vendors in 2007 signals the negotiation of the territory, and 

should not be understood as a sequel to gentrification. Rather, they argue it is the process 

of gentrification as the vendors struggle to maintain their space.  the rehabilitation of a 

part of the Historic Centre, with the arrangement between the State and private investors 

(such as Carlos Slim) has generated a process of symbolic gentrification, where 

entertainment and cultural consumption is encouraged, displacing other traditional 

dynamics (ibid). These processes have modified the urban image, as happened in Madero 
Street, where national and international chains also displaced the traditional trade (Ortega 

García, 2015). In the same way, projects carried out in Regina Street, an area previously 

focused on low classes and vencidades, have been object of gentrification as a consequence 

of regeneration policies (M. Monterrubio, 2016). In Alameda Sur, the construction of 

large modern and minimalist architecture buildings and apartments occupied by the 

middle and upper middle classes have gradually displaced the old shops and the 

inhabitants. Paradoxically, all these projects have been proposed by governments within 

their programs, as measures for repopulation. 

 

 

                                                
195 Own translation.  
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These processes are not exclusive to the barrios of the Historic Centre; many colonias in the 

central area of Mexico City have suffered or are undergoing changes in their traditional 

socio-spatial dynamics. Even in 2017, the Santa Mari La Juaricua emerges, the lay, profane 

and anarchist saint dedicated to anti-gentrification (Camhaji, 2017; Víctor Delgadillo, 

2017; Valenzuela, 2018). This saint has served as an icon for multiple heterogeneous 

groups that have been victims of various levels of gentrification and displacement 

processes (pressures, threats, real estate speculation, evictions, etc.). This social 

experiment directed by Jorge Baca begins in Santa María la Ribera, and is an example of 

how collective memory is incarnated in physical icons. The heterogenous group who 

venerate that saint have in common the fact that by using this icon, they participate in 

resistance, in a struggle to maintain their spaces. This form of resistance moves in an 

ambiguous terrain, since its position is open (especially in electronic media), but its 

actions, although they are not hidden, remain interwoven and clandestine due to 

consecrated religious rituals (not exclusively Catholic) which situate their protests between 

the sacred and the profane, formulated in a syncretism of processions, prayers and 

brotherhoods as a movement against gentrification. The religious memory participates 

actively, not as a symbol but as a means to defend identity, while the symbolic effect of 

the icon of Santa Mari La Juaricua defends the collective memory of popular 

neighbourhoods. 

 

The northeast area of the Historic Centre is not alien to these processes of displacement 

and gentrification. In the midst of the chaos of street vendors, there are many buildings 

for sale or rent and a few others with signs prohibiting occupation because they are high-

risk buildings. The pressures of displacement on this sector are diverse, and the 

occupation of street vendors, as previously mentioned, has increased in recent years. 

Consequently, many buildings (protected or not) have been converted into commercial 

plazas built by private investors, as well as by the government itself to relocate street 

vendors. Many inhabitants decided to sell their properties, apartments or rooms within 

vecindades converted into warehouses. Obviously, the inhabitants benefited, receiving 

money in exchange. However, a large number of inhabitants of vecindades are not the 

official proprietors. This is mainly due to the legal gaps generated by the frozen rents. 

 

Rent-freezing in the area began in the 1940s, to protect the demand for low income 

homes. The freezing of rents, on the one hand, benefits the inhabitants, but on the other, 

as I have pointed out, led to the deterioration of the buildings. These became unprofitable 

for the owners, many of whom forgot these buildings that did not bring economic 
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benefits. This caused a complex problem regarding the ownership status of the properties 

among others. Broadly speaking, some original owners are already dead without having 

an identifiable heir, as tenants have lived in the same vecindades for decades, and therefore 

have acquired ownership rights over their housing units.  

 

Property transactions are not made only between former inhabitants and street vendors 

for the purpose of warehouses. Many inhabitants “buy” properties, above all merchants. 

According to the interviewees, a large majority of inhabitants of this sector are “formal 

and informal” merchants who decided to live in the centre because of the practicality of 

their business. This displacement is inscribed in a spatial transformation that transcends 

the immediate, direct experience of individuals, dissociating disadvantaged groups from 

the possibility of housing access (Moctezuma Mendoza, 2016, p. 89). 

 

Legal irregularity and the lack of legitimate owners (in some cases) have also allowed the 

eviction of inhabitants of former vecindades in recent years. According to the press, these 

evictions have been numerous and violent, accompanied by numerous corps of granaderos 
(a special police force) who have evicted hundreds of families (Gilet, 2018; Llanos 

Samaniego, 2018; Milenio Digital, 2014, p. 20; Notimex, 2016; Zamarrón, 2016).  

 

Eviction is an expropriation, a violent expulsion, against which there are not many 

options. In the northeast, the Asamblea Popular de Familias Desalojadas y Solicitantes de 
Vivienda del Centro Histórico (Popular Assembly of Families Evacuated and Housing 

Applicants of the Historic Center) arose on July 12, 2016, in response to the eviction of 

a property located on the República de Argentina # 96. More than one hundred families 

were evicted in the operation. According to this group, these evictions are intended to 

deliver these properties to national and international real estate agencies. These processes 

have been made possible under the slogan “recovered properties” (Excélsior, 2016; 

Stettin, 2018). 

 

These multiple evictions are accompanied by barricades made by the inhabitants. The 

barricade is an artifact allowing them to visualise the evictions either during or after the 

event. For example, on December 13, 2018, on Arcos de Belén Avenue and Revillagigedo 
Street, the inhabitants made barricades obstructing the passage of vehicles, generating 

traffic chaos in the downtown area of the city (El Heraldo de México, 2018). These 

elements were also present in 2016, after the eviction of the vecindad located on República 
de Argentina Street.  
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The barricade first emerged in the 14th century as an instrument of protection and struggle 
(Delgado, 2010, p. 146). Present in multiple resistance movements, they have been used 
as parapets to retain or divert affluence understood as threatening (ibid).  The German 
philosopher and cultural critic Walter Benjamin ([1939]2002) gave importance to the 
virtues and potentialities of the street, where barricades are a weapon of liberation. He 
contextualises this reflection within the redevelopment of Paris by Baron Haussman, on 
the orders of of Napoleon III. Haussman not only established a modern urbanism with 
broad avenues and streets that destroyed the old historic Parisian urban fabric, but this 
also became a tool for urbanism to pursue particular aesthetic forms of monumentality, 
the purpose of which was social and ideological control (Benjamin, 2002, pp. 23–25). 
Benjamin argues: 

 
The true goal of Haussmann's projects was to secure the city against civil war. He wanted 
to make the erection of barricades in Paris impossible for all time. With the same end in 
mind, Louis Philippe had already introduced wooden paving. Nonetheless, barricades 
played a role in the February Revolution. Engels studies the tactics of barricade fighting. 
Haussmann seeks to neutralize these tactics on two fronts. Widening the streets is 
designed to make the erection of barricades impossible, and new streets are to furnish the 
shortest route between the barracks and the workers' districts. Contemporaries christen 
the operation “strategic embellishment.”(Benjamin, 2002, p. 12) 

 

Beyond this practical purpose, I am interested in the expressive and evocative 
components of the barricades, which evoke an embodied form of nostalgia, a reflective 
nostalgia that reconstructs rituals in an attempt to spatialise time by reviving cultural signs 
(Boym, 2001, p. 150). This reconstructs the meaning of the vecindad, as ephemeral 
architectures made from furniture and household items identify its inhabitants. In the 
images there are armchairs, but also toys and clothes that allow to remember all the 
members of the community, families that have been deprived of their vecindades. In this 
sense, the public reconstructs the private life of several families struggling to recover their 
residence and, above all, to evidence the evictions of the vecindades. The barricades 
represent the expression of the vecindades, but this expression is the resistance itself. As 
the example of the Santa Mari La Juaricua, they are symbols. These barricades are not 
walling in the material sense, as they were in Paris in 1871 or 1968, built with materials at 
hand (cars, cobblestones, etc.) (Delgado, 2010, p. 149). These barricades are built with 
intimate items from the house and home. In the midst of the chaos of street vendors the 
barricades can go unnoticed, and can be confused with the allegedly incoherent 
architecture of the ambulants, but in the morning and at night, without commercial 
movement, the inhabitants, the vecindades and their barricades are visible. These barricades 
are not methods for disrupting traffic or denouncing a reality. Their materiality represents 
the memory of a vecindad that vanishes, but has still resisted.  
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The expressivity of material as a form of memory is also present through the vecindades 
itself. A vast number of vecindades are in a ruined state, and more than obsolescence, their 
persistence in the landscape maintains their presence and their ability to resuscitate 
collective memory. This state of ruin can often be used as camouflage, since its precarious 
state does not invite others to take it over. 
 
Nostalgia is alive and present in this area. Nostalgia does not move in an individual sense, 
but in the collective sense, as the interviewees express it. Inhabitants and market vendors 
recalled many memories associated with the “traditional life” of the vecindades, mainly 
evoking celebrations of festivities, as well as ancient uses. Javier, who has sold products 
in the market for 50 years, says: 

 

there was a vecindad with three courtyards, they made beautiful parties, for example, in this 
Christmas season, piñatas and dance and everything you can imagine in a party, not now, 
after the earthquake, everything underwent a tremendous transformation here in the 
centre196  

 

Beatriz, who lives in a predio, also remembers the vecindad, emphasising the festivities “I 

tell you, in the posadas, before the earthquake, there was a very big vecindad where we lived, 

then it was customary that in the posadas, we all cooperated and we did the piñatas, we 

danced, eh, punch, everything and we all went out and lived together”.197 Gilberto 

remembers the socio-spatial structuring of this place:  

 

the vecindad was divided into two courtyards, eh, there was a patio for bad people and the 
other patio with workshops and we lived apart. We said bad part not because it was bad 
but they were, the patio was furnished rooms and all kinds of people came from 
vagabonds to prostitutes, etcetera. And on the second patio, where we lived, were 
workshops; there was a clothing workshop, shoemakers, there were people who had, 
there were butchers because there were people who worked at the premises of Lagunilla. 
There were many families living [there], there were many living, but most were 
workshops, good people who had a workshop and lived.198 

  

                                                
196 Own translation.  
197 Own translation. 
198 Own translation. 
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The three interviewees coincide in a kind of nostalgia, giving importance to the 

architectural configuration and the patios, that was also emphasised by the films, 

considering practical questions (like the bathrooms or the laundry), but also fulfilling the 

role of agglutinant space enabling coexistence in the community. Similarly, they use 

nostalgia to talk about their past and keep the vecindades present. It is worth noting that 

the vecindad was not a theme in the interviews, these places emerged in all of them 

naturally. This typology has been transmitted through this dimension of nostalgia, 

anchoring it to new generations and allowing the communication of the past. 

Consequently, the collective memory resists time, and the position of the ruins are 

essential to keep its spatiality active. The old houses remind us of group ways of being, 

and work as traces of the past. 

 

It should be noted that the inhabitants are not only victims of eviction practises; there are 

other problems, such as violence and the sale of drugs. They must resist with the best 

strategies they have at hand. For example, Beatriz pointed out that in the vecindad they had 

to close one of the entrances because a group of thugs sold drugs there and they did not 

want to be associated with them. Inhabitants of Casa del Estudiante, which provided 

housing for students from low-income provinces, inaugurated in 1911, said that they had 

to negotiate their entrance space on multiple occasions and that the rooms on the first 

floor ceased to be used because of the sale of street vendors; they could not open the 

windows because of the noise and the smell caused by garbage and fecal waste. 
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6.B.3 Cantinas: Change or Not Change 

In general, the interviewees located several cafes, restaurants, canteens and bars, both 

current (national and international commercial chains) and traditional. However, they 

located them in large areas and very rarely provided specific names. Among the traditional 

establishments are Hostería de Santo Domingo, La Opera Bar, Tacuba Café, etc., which were 

founded between the late 19th century and the early 20th century. These areas, mostly 

consisting of restaurants and bars, were related to streets such as 5 de Mayo, República de 

Cuba, Tacuba and Donceles, which were mainly used by interviewees for entertainment or 

sightseeing. Interviewees in both areas agreed that Garibaldi is a place of cantinas, night 

activities and tourism. However, they did not give details about these establishments. This 

particular site presented contradictions as a place of memory. When it was linked to 

tourism they mentioned mariachi, but if linked to daily life, they related it to danger and 

criminals. 

 

The traditional life of popular cabarets, cantinas and pulquerías that appeared in the movies 

seems to have vanished. Cabarets and cantinas appeared at sites detected as places of 

memory in the film city, while pulquerías appeared on rare occasions. As pointed out in 

the previous chapter, the boom of cantinas and cabarets took place in the 1940s and ’50s, 

coinciding with the historic boom of the city’s nightlife. With filmic support, I showed 

the evolution of this concept, changes generated due to severe government regulations. 

In the 1970s and ’80s, the nightlife, and especially the cabarets, involved semi-naked strip 

shows. In the 1980s, the cantinas for their part began to admit female clientele. 

 

In the northeast especially, there is a perception that everything has disappeared, including 

the traditional pulquerías and cantinas. Some were repressed and moved by the authorities, 

and others disappeared with the changes of dynamics after the earthquake. It is common 

to hear in interviews about these almost vanished places. Jesus, a worker at the Abelardo 

Market, said “here was a famous cantina that I do not remember what it was called 

[pointing to Rodriguez Street, Puebla] already disappeared”. Marcelo, also a worker of the 

market, pointed out: “notice, that gentleman had a pulqueria here in the other side of the 

street, it was called the Mensajera de los dioses [messenger of the gods] (-it is true—the client 

answers), he was the owner and together there was the, the brewery and it was called the 

Fortaleza Aérea [air fortress], out here, in the Rodriguez Puebla street.” These sporadic 

memories restore the importance of these disappeared places, and they are inserted as 
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Fig. 6.152 Cantina La Oriental 
Casasola around 1900 
Mediateca INAH 
Source: https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/object/fotografia%3A3291 

places of collective memory. However, some bars and pulquerias have resisted the 

transformative changes of the Historic Centre, among them the Cantina El Tío Pepe in the 

area of Alameda Sur, and in the northeast, the Salón Corona. 

 

As a place of memory, the cantina is apparently diluted between the cinematic city and the 

concrete. For example, Santiago Risco was a member of the delinquent gang in a gray 

automobile that ravaged Mexico City in 1915, acts that inspired the well-known film of 

El automóvil gris (E. Rosas, 1919). Risco swore that he was innocent, that he was only 

involved because he had gone for drinks in the Cantina El Tío Pepe, and confessed to an 

individual named Lecuona, an intimate friend of General González, that González was 

involved with the criminal gang. Having caught the thieves, and not wanting to involve 

General Gonzalez, the police decided to accuse Risco (A. Rosas, Patán, & Cordera, 2015, 

p. 20).  
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The Cantina el Tío Pepe is located in Alameda Sur, on Dolores Street. It is recognised as a 

traditional cantina inaugurated at the beginning of the 20th century, although apparently its 

origins go back to the 19th century under other names such as “La Oriental” and “La 

Habana”. The establishment has had 5 different owners; the current owners obtained it 

at the beginning of the 1960s as a sublease, and later bought it. One of the owners gave 

us an interview, whom I will call Elsa. She started working in the establishment at the end 

of the last century, because her father was sick and she did not have a job. It was hard 

because even though it was in the 1980s and women had the right to enter the bars, it was 

difficult for her to earn respect as the owner of a cantina. 

 

Elsa commented that it was approximately in 2010 that favourable changes began for her 

business. For example, she suggests that a younger clientele appeared, and that this 

coincided with recognition by centenary establishments. In the interview, she also 

responds positively to the urban and architectural changes made in the area in recent 

years, especially the liberation of street vendors from the area. However, she stresses that 

for some time it was hard to work with all the renovation. 

 

She considers her establishment as a place showing traditional knowledge, making a clear 

difference between cantina, cantina-restaurant and pulquerías. Recognizing the 

establishment’s origins as a lonchería, a cantina where a snack is served alongside drinks, 

she emphasises that neither women nor “ficha” work there. Their clients are diverse: 

lawyers, merchants, foreigners, men, women, people of different ages, etc., although there 

are regular customers. The atmosphere of a canteen is important and she recognises it as 

a familiar place where people come to vent, to relax after a workday or just for leisure, 

among other things.  

 
Because here you do many things, come to close business [deals], to talk, to solve 
problems, to have new friendships. The cantina is a nice environment, the regular clientele 
come in groups or come in pairs, but when they come alone is when they are, that 
emotion is unleashed, as they say, that brotherhood, is that not it, if the young man asks 
to the adult, and the conversation starts and then makes a talk so enjoyable, that if he 
came by, for 10 minutes he stayed an hour, right. And they acquire knowledge. Why? 
Because you are living with all kinds of people, with everyone, any social class, any 
profession. So, a place for that, I think it’s a nice place, right? Because you live, you learn 
and you leave happy, right?199 

 

                                                
199 Own translation. 



 416 

 

Apart from the social life of the establishment, the interviewee stressed three physical 

aspects of this cantina that enable preservation of memory. The first is stability, the fact 

that the cantina has not been remodelled and that its original style persists, the same 

architecture and location. The second is the bar, counterbar and counter. This highlights 

that it identifies a cantina, since for the place to be a cantina a traditional bar must feature. 

She points out that there are people who do not understand this concept and ask her why 

she does not put some chairs there, but she refuses because the concept of the bar is lost. 

Finally, the doors, which identify the establishment as such. Tourists even take pictures 

of them, and this element is also underlined in the cinematographic city. 

 

The cantina as a symbol of a tradition is important for Elsa; she emphasises the importance 

of this establishment which, due to its antiquity, is visited by tourists, appears in tourist 

guides, magazines, books and even commercials, television series and films such as Mejor 

es que Gabriela no se muera (Umansky, 2007). 

 

As I have shown, this cantina owner seems to have no resistance to urban projects in the 

area, or to tourism, which she undoubtedly recognises as important and a benefit to her 

trade. However, as she mentions in the interview, “People ask me how the cantina has 

remained? It is one of the questions that I have been asked and I will answer it, you did 

not do it but I’m going to tell you”.200 She resists time and the social and physical changes 

in traditional cantinas by making a commitment not to change, maintaining its space, not 

remodelling it because it would lose its identity and originality which allows it to be 

recognised as a cantina; she describes this as “Valuing, valuing the antiquity of the place”.201 

 

Secondly, she refuses to change practices such as the service and the environment, giving 

traditional bartender service. “It continues serving in the same way, because this cantina 

became famous for the way it served, it serves more than 2 ounces”. 202 She does not 

make reservations even though people have requested this, and no matter what social 

class requests it, even if they are rich. She ironically adds “here we do not discriminate 

against anyone”.203 For her, it seems essential to maintain prices that, despite changes in  

                                                
200 Own translation.  
201 Own translation.  
202 Own translation.  
203 Own translation. 
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economic dynamics, are accessible to all. In this mode, her resistance is supported by 

physical aspects such as traditional practices linked to the memory of the place, and at the 

same time to the collective memory by safeguarding a typology familiar to their client. 

Physical stability and permanency provides identity and satisfaction; she is proud when 

one of her clients says “I came when I was 20 years old and the place is the same.”204 

What she defines “is longing, is it not? for the memories ...”205.  In that direction, she 

points out her disagreement with other establishments that changed their traditions to 

adapt to the “new generations and clienteles”, because in some way she thinks that they 

lose their essence.  

In addition to the cantinas, Alameda Sur was a traditional place of pulquerías. Freddy, an 

inhabitant and worker from this sector, remembers that close to San Juan square were 

several pulquerías: “here the square I tell you that all this was full of posts. The pulcatas haha 

old people liked it a lot, had their patios with the pulcatas, a space for the ladies that is, 

they were not with the men, the men were drunk or drinking, and the women were 

dispatched in a little hall but outside, and did not mix with them.”206  

 

Only one pulqueria remains near to the said square, “Las Duelistas”. The pulquería was 

inaugurated in October 1912, so it is more than 100 years old. The pulquerías sell the pulque, 

a fermented drink extracted from agave mead (or maguey pulquero). It is recognised as a 

product of prehispanic origin in central Mexico. During the Mesoamerican period, people 

took advantage of the whole of the agave plant, using the mead as a liquid, the tender 

fibres as food and the stalks for fabric (Ramírez Rodríguez, 2007).   it is a drink linked to 

popular cultures, and “can be described as a micro universe of highly symbolic content in 

the daily life of the popular Mexico of the past centuries”207 (idem, p. 117).  The current 

owner has worked on making pulque since 1970, and for more than 10 years he has owned 

the pulqueria Las Duelistas. According to the interviewee, he found the pulquería in a state 

of decadence and with deficits. He had always been a lover of pulque and likes to innovate, 

which was not always allowed when he worked as an employee in other pulquerías. The 

establishment has a varied clientele, including tourists, but above all young people. Since 

buying the site, he has noticed the changes in the area. However, just like the owner of  

  
                                                
204 Own translation. 
205 Own translation.  
206 Own translation.  
207 Own translation.  
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the previous establishment, he considers them benefits for his commerce. During the 

interview he highlights that his pulquería has a new concept, with the aim of attracting a 

different clientele, that is, young people. One of the problems of pulquerías is that they 

used to have a bad reputation, first being considered a drink of low-income people, and 

then because its production led to myths, such as that the fermentation was based on 

faeces.  

 

One of the objectives of this work is to know the places of the popular classes and their 

ability to resist the processes of transformation. Unlike the previous establishment, this 

pulquería, to maintain its validity as a traditional place, opted for a change. Following new 

trends and under a mercantilist approach, the owner makes new adaptations, such as 

pulque of red wine. I do not consider this a means of resistance through collective 

memory. However, without a doubt, this centennial trade is founded as a place of 

memory, especially in its relation to its location. In this place, there were a good number 

of pulquerías, according to our interviewees as well as the map “Establishments for the 

provision of food and beverages between 1910 and 1930” (Martínez Assad & Ziccardi, 

2014, p. 38). Collective memory works in several ways in this place. The space also uses 

murals, which recall prehispanic tradition through the reproduction of several icons, 

mainly Aztec. Through these images unfolds the associative capacity of a tradition linked 

to the origins of the city, which obviously is also established by the owner of the place, 

who suggests “the pulquería is perhaps the most traditional thing that exists right now, well 

here we have a drawing called “the offer”, where Malinche is offering pulque to Cortes, 

then the pulque was exclusive to the Tlatoanis [ruler].”  There is also the practice of 

preparing the pulque, which the owner is proud of:  

 
the pulquero, knowing how to work pulque, that is very important, it is an art, that for 
example the guys who work with me, do not have access to pulque for anything, no, that 
is, those who work, we know how to treat pulque, because even in the way of serving it, 
you have to know how to do it, very delicate, if a pulque is hit and you serve it, at the end 
of the day, the pulque is sour, so, you have to know how to serve it, I say, it is a natural 
product that needs a lot of care, a lot of care.208 

  

                                                
208 Own translation. 
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6.B.4 Traditional Markets: A boundary of Resistance? 

The markets, as the cinematographic city reflects, are significant elements of the HC, and 

recent years have brought discussion regarding their past, present and future. Their 

uniqueness means that in 2016 they are recognised as intangible heritage, and in the last 

decade, several remodelling and rehabilitation projects have emerged, particularly in the 

historic centre, guided by neoliberal tendencies to turn the historical and the memorial 

into the profitable (Victor Delgadillo, 2016; Olivera & Delgadillo, 2014; Téllez Contreras, 

2016). 

 

As mentioned during the mental maps and interviews, those consulted visited and bought 

goods from the markets, including Market Lagunilla, Market of Granaditas, Market of La 

Merced, Market(s) of San Juan and Market Abelardo Rodríguez. The latter two received 

greater attention, especially from interviewees, since they were located in the study areas. 

 

Abelardo Market, whose official name is Centro Cultural y Mercado Abelardo L. Rodríguez, 

was built in the 1930s. However, its planning dates back to previous decades under the 

name “Mercado del Carmen”. The objective behind the construction of this building was, 

on the one hand, to order informal trade, and on the other to improve the social, 

economic and cultural situation of sellers and their familiesLands belonging to old Jesuit 

schools209 were used for the construction. The structure of the market and the joint design 

was limited, to take advantage of as much of the structure as possible. With the 

construction of this market, it was possible to open República de Venezuela Street.  

 

Currently this building is equipped with a day-care centre, cultural centre, youth 

integration centre, karate and ballet classrooms, and an Alcoholics Anonymous 

attendance centre. In the cultural centre is the well-known “Teatro del Pueblo”, 

inaugurated at the same time as the market, which for some years was used as a cinema. 

Currently, the theatre is only used for specific events organised by the Ministry of Culture, 

who also operate two institutes and a library in this cultural centre.  

 

The interior of the whole complex is distinguished by its decoration with mural paintings 

by the students of Diego Rivera. These paintings represent the struggle of the people 

                                                
209 School of Indians of San Gregorio. Formerly Maximum Schools of San Pedro and San Pablo, San Bernardo School 
and San Miguel School. 
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against imperialism (Acevedo, 1997), and were made by Raúl Gamboa, Marión and Grace 

Greenwood, Pablo O’Higgins, Miguel Tzab, Antonio Pujol; Ángel Bracho, Ramón and 

Alva Guadarrama. There is also a sculptural-mural work by American-Japanese Isamu 

Noguchi. 

 

After the earthquake of 1985, this market transformed its sale of goods, going from being 

a traditional market mostly for perishable products, to a market specialising in “corrida” 

food (a kind of homemade fast food). Changing the dynamics of the exterior also changed 

the type of sales product. Congruent with the sales of the area, the exterior shops usually 

sell clothing, suitcases, backpacks, underwear, etc. There is only one restaurant outside, 

and this is dedicated to the preparation of oysters. However, this market continues to be 

a special site, since some interviewees mentioned that they frequented it for specific 

purchases, because the cost is high compared to other markets. Conversely, the market 

vendors confirmed that an old clientele comes to buy products from the market despite 

the changes. The customers are usually people from the province shopping in the area, 

and some office workers who already know the food options of the place. 

 

On the other hand, the Market of San Juan was mentioned by several of the interviewees 

due to its relevance in the Alameda Sur area. The market originates in the times of the 

indigenous city, Tenochtitlan. During the time of New Spain it was located in the 

neighbourhood of San Juan de Moyotlan, and acted as a supply-place. In order to control 

trade in the streets and enter hygienic criteria, the market was established in the mid-

nineteenth century under the name of Iturbide Market. It was demolished in 1899 to build 

a new market with glass and steel (Vallaso, 2016). Under a modernisation campaign in the 

mid-twentieth century, this building, symbol of the sector, was demolished and erected in 

four different properties (Téllez Contreras, 2016). One of the main motivations for 

demolishing this market was the street sale, since the capacity of the market was exceeded 

and there were street vendors in its vicinity. According to Felipe Téllez (2016), these 

buildings persisted for several centuries as a social, cultural and economic unit of 

importance, and its decline as an urban magnet is associated with the consequences of its 

disarticulation. This fragmentation affected the symbolism of the site and its 

appropriation of space (ibid). The four markets affected are the San Juan Pugibet Market, 

San Juan Arcos de Belén Market, the Mexican Handicrafts and Curiosity Market of San 

Juan, and the San Juan Palacio de las Flores Market. 
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Of these markets, the most mentioned was that of San Juan Pugibet, which today occupies 

what used to be the tobacco-drying area of the cigar factory, Buen Tono. This market is 

distinguished as the Abelardo has changed its commercial vocation, due to changes in 

social interactions and the lack of inhabitants after the earthquake of 1985. This market 

went from being a traditional market to one dedicated to gourmet products for a high-

purchasing, powerful class, providing products to both individuals and high-end 

restaurants. 

 

In recent decades it has become apparent that traditional markets are in the process of 

physical, functional and economic obsolescence, so public policies change as private 

investors seek to update the markets through physical reforms. There have been several 

cases around the world, especially in Europe (for example, Santa Catalina in Barcelona) 

where traditional spaces become multiple gourmet restaurants or even part of art 

exhibitions. The Abelardo L. Rodriguez and San Juan Pugibet markets share the fact that 

they have changed their product to “survive” the processes of depopulation.   

 

If we visualise the total map based on the mental maps, both markets are on a kind of 

border. The majority of tourism and government elements do not cross the streets of 

Republica de Venezuela and Ayuntamiento (with their respective names of their extensions), 

where the Abelardo L. Rodriguez and San Juan Pugibet markets are located. These streets 

delimit the monumental from the popular. Similarly, if we draw said limits in the official 

tourist map of the HCMC, we will obtain the same results. Line 4 of the metrobus passes 

through these same streets, so there have been several renovation works. These limits are 

not only projected through the perspective of the maps. Nevertheless, they are also 

tangible through their visual features.  
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Urban and architectural rehabilitation projects have created resistance mechanisms. I 

should note that in this work, the resistance does not mean one or more officially 

organised groups and structures for this purpose. Rather, I identify resistance as a network 

of conscious and unconscious activities that struggle under various levels of hierarchy. 

They are underground or hidden forms of opposition that deviate, delay and/or hinder 

hegemonic projects appropriating material or symbolic resources as well as territories. 

 

The two markets use differentiated resistance strategies. In the case of the northeast, these 

operate not as a form of counter-power but through underground operations unfolding 

in the everyday and the local, fundamentally articulated in the collective memory, 

including processes of identification with the place, the memory of previous struggles and 

external points of reference. 

In this sense Paul Ricoeur (1999) argues that the “praxis of memory” has the primary 

function of facilitating processes of social identification through the awareness of a shared 

past. In Abelardo Rodríguez Market there exists a community life with a common past, 

since the stores were delivered in usufruct. This characteristic has allowed most of the 

premises to be kept within certain families through several generations, where memories 

were established in the place and on the place. This generated a strong sense of 

identification with their profession, place and the area around it. Leonor comments:  

we traders are practical at heart; why, I am the third generation, but there are my 
colleagues who are already the fifth and sixth, then it’s the grandparents, then the parents, 
then the children, then the grandchildren and now great-grandchildren, you understand, 
in eighty-one years imagine what happened to us, it’s a really nice thing because thus we 
feel very rooted.210 

The origins of the site and its shared past are an unquestionable part of narrations about 

space. Market tenants usually take pride in the architectural and aesthetic characteristics 

of the place, appreciating its construction. On the outside as in the interior of the market, 

it is possible to observe remnants of architectonic elements of the mentioned schools, 

thick walls, the cloister and the arcades of the portico in its facade. This last component, 

which has stood the test of time, acts without a doubt to invoke the memory of the place, 

even for the general public. Although it has a commemorative plaque with the inscription 

‘1934’, those who do not know the history usually associate it with colonial buildings. 

                                                
210 Own translation. 
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There are even those who mention that outwardly it does not seem a market, surely due 

to the fact that these architectural attributions are not common to this typology. For the 

time, the construction of the market was an ambitious project, since then including 

multiple social services for tenants and the community. On the impact of this building in 

the area, a newspaper of the time wrote of “ … the great agglomeration that will make 

every day of this Market a forum or a popular agora”211 (El Nacional, 1934; Fuentes Rojas, 

2003).  

Another notorious characteristic of this market is the richness of its mural paintings, 

which, as mentioned above, were made by the students of Diego Rivera. The inspiration 

behind the murals was “to portray the life of the town and to serve it directly by giving 

advice and encouraging them to fight against their enemies” (Rodríguez Prampolini, 2003, 

p. 6). Through symbols, signs and icons showing the food needs of workers and peasants 

of the early twentieth century, these paintings as well as participating as symbols, portray 

memories, which Jaime uses as a reference to indicate the old canals that existed in this 

city: “[in the paintings] there are some people who are paddling in some trajineras boats 

supplying Mexico City [with goods], like: carrot, zucchini, lettuce. The people who 

cultivated in Xochimilco, in Iztapalapa, in Iztacalco, they came here through the channel 

that is here where the firemen station is, here in Canal de la Viga, there they came, there it 

was water, it has suffered many transformations Mexico City and there [in the paintings] 

you can observe how a man comes rowing…”212 Although some of their tenants do not 

know their meaning, many of them present these images with pride and use them as 

symbols connected with their personal lives. However, the market workers acknowledge 

the lack of protection for them. Marcelo, discussing the protection of the murals, adds, 

“this is our market, with its shortcomings and beautiful things, but here is nothing left of 

that Mexico of yore”.213 It is important to point out that the market does not usually 

appear, either in the official tourist maps or in the mural painting tours of the HCMC.214 

However, individual companies often offer visits to the place; private tourists also 

approach the market. 

 

  

                                                
211 Own translation.  
212 Own translation.  
213 Own translation. 
214 At least in the documents consulted, made before 2017. 
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This construction of collective memory goes beyond a simple sense of identity, since it 

allows inhabitants to build resistance to architectural and urban projects. The construction 

of the building itself was a strategy to indoctrinate popular culture and control street sales. 

Since then this building has been placed in a locus of confrontation and resistance. 

Inhabitants’ own stories of their fights are used by the market tenants as a basis for their 

resistance. The case of the aforementioned metrobús line 4 project represented a failed 

struggle, since both the market tenants as well as other actors (neighbours and street 

vendors) from other areas of the historic centre expressed their disapproval of it  (‘Entre 

protestas’, 2011; Munguía, 2011; Vivas, 2011).   

 

This line favoured communication between the HC and the Benito Juárez International 

Airport in Mexico City, but according to the interviewees, it is scarcely used by the 

population living in the area, due to the high cost of a ticket: 30 Mexican pesos (about 

$1.60 US dollars) which is five times more expensive than a ticket from another bus line 

(which costs 6 Mexican pesos). The price of this single ticket represents one third of the 

daily minimum wage of 88 pesos. However, according to official data, it has 60,000 daily 

users (Autoridad del Centro Histórico, 2017, p. 25). 

 

Beyond this, the economic value generated by this means of transport brought both 

practical and symbolic limitations to the sector.  Abelardo L. Rodríguez Market lost its 

loading and unloading area as, due to the metrobus, it is forbidden for a car to park to 

unload product, and vice versa. They add that they lost traditions such as the “romería”, 

special sales that were made in days or festive times (mothers’ day, Valentine’s day, 

Christmas, etc.), and traditional practices. Even memorials for a market of almost 100 

years were eliminated by road solutions, focused especially on the tourist area with greater 

resources, since these groups are more likely to pay the metrobus ticket. This generates 

other changes in the dynamics of food distribution from the market to other nearby 

stores. Interviewees pointed out that some policemen have taken, or have tried to take, 

their employees to jail for selling on the public highway, when they are simply distributing 

food. The same happens when established market merchants try to take merchandise 

from their warehouses to the market. 

In this sense, the relationships they establish with street vendors are contradictory, since, 

on the one hand, they consider their displacement as a benefit. At the same time, a great 

part of the generation of profits depends on informal commerce. Since its consumers are 
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the same street vendors and their customers, the resistance establishes a great network of 

actors situated outside the limits of this monument. 

Experiences on the metrobus and the loss of space have generated discontent, and also 

keep resistance mechanisms active. For example, the start-up of the metrobus, a project 

for the rehabilitation of the Abelardo L. Rodríguez Market, emerged in 2012. However, 

in 2014 this begins to materialise, at least enough to present it to the tenants of the market. 

This project cost a little more than 14 million Mexican pesos and included works of mural 

restoration, as well as rehabilitation works including the improvement of electrical 

installations and reordering of stores (Páramo, 2014). However, the market vendors 

rejected the project. Obviously, this was reprimanded by the authorities, since the sellers 

threatened the preservation of the mural paintings (ibid). These arguments seem to 

generate pressure and demean the arguments of the vendors who were threatened with 

displacement. 

Resistance seeks areas of uncertainty, and/or the impotence of hegemonic power. This 

lies precisely in the area of the government’s inability to perform architectural works 

without the authorisation of the vendors. This resistance strategy is supported by the 

administrative nature of the market itself, which governs the right of usufruct as well as 

the sense of identity and belonging of street vendors. After some working tables between 

the government and market representatives, they reached an agreement on the plans, but 

offered no guarantee that they would be able to return. This meant that they had to leave 

the market and be relocated. The interviewees indicated that they wanted to cooperate, 

for example, by dividing the market into phases in such a way that none had to leave, 

since there are almost 280 people working in the market. The fear of being relocated was 

due to losing their space, which they are connected to through some generations, but also 

their own experiences and other external referents. The market was affected by a fire in 

2013; due to this, tenants occupied adjacent streets and the parking lot. The remodelling 

lasted approximately 5 years and led to several inconveniences, among them: delays, 

incomplete sections, insufficient spaces and finally the tenants had to pay a rent for the 

years they were outside the market (Aldaz, 2016; Guillén & dmendoza1, 2017; Navarrete, 

2018; Ramírez, 2018). 

 

The resistance of Abelardo L. Rodríguez Market is not sustained only by the denial of 

major projects, which means the declared opening of disobedience to the dominant 
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power. They also move in hidden or rather ambiguous terrains. Through a work table the 

market vendors create the possibility of small maintenance works. However, the request 

must pass prior authorisation from the delegation of Cuauhtémoc or corresponding 

institutions. For example, the paintings should pass an authorisation from INHA 

(National Institute of Anthropology and History) and INBA (National Institute of Fine 

Arts and Literature); these institutions usually provide the money for said works. 

 

In 2015, one of the old market doors was unhooked. Following regulatory protocol, the 

working table reported what happened to the corresponding authorities, as well as civil 

protection. Faced with the risk of collapse and damage to an employee (which had 

happened before) the tenants of the market decided to fix this  without paying a specialist 

(as supposedly they would have to) but simply by hiring a blacksmith. This could be 

understood as a simple activity to fill a need, but also as as a hidden transcript, a way of 

reminding the authority that they also have power over space, and that they do not need 

authorisation (or even economic support). This is a hidden form of resistance:  

 
The bond between domination and appropriation means that it is impossible to separate 
the ideas and symbolism of subordination from a process of material exploitation. In 
exactly the same fashion, it is impossible to separate veiled symbolic resistance to the 
ideas of domination from the practical struggles to thwart or mitigate exploitation. 
Resistance, like domination, fights a war on two fronts. The hidden transcript is not just 
behind-the-scenes griping and grumbling; it is enacted in a host of down-to-earth, low-
profile stratagems designed to minimise appropriation (Scott, 1990, p. 188). 

 

These relations between power and resistance are revealed in different actions, in open or 

hidden forms. Although at the time of the interview there was no project that directly 

harmed their stability, there was a general perception of threat. Meche indicated in the 

interview: “that’s why we’re always going to shout it and always defend the public market, 

why, why defend it, because it’s really a tradition and it’s a culture that we have of these 

places, I tell them ‘when the person who proposes to be a political candidate comes to 

ask for a vote, do they go to the mall to ask for a vote? Not true’. He attends the market 

because he knows that people from different classes will meet there, “people who live in 

the area and then they will have the vote and because we come here, obviously they will 

also ask us to vote”.215 

 

                                                
215 Own translation.  
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 Leonor is unconsciously conceiving a resistance group: “… this is a desperate cry from 

us, because sometimes the authority agrees ‘divide and conquer’, no, then if some pull for 

the north and others for the south, I’ll tell you, when there are strong fights, we are all 

united.”216 

 

The resistance goes beyond the union between them, to the very materiality of the 

building, as Jesus points out: “I think it rains thunder or lightning [but it] does not fall, 

no, it’s a market … the real market, that is an oak, the earthquake [is] nothing”.217 

 

While the Abelardo Rodríguez market is located on its border in the north, in the south, 

the situation is different, with the San Juan Pugibet market. This market has no tangible 

traces of an old building or protected paintings, but like the Abelardo was constituted as 

a generational market; where their ancestors previously worked in the Iturbide market and 

then were mobilised to the San Juan Pubiget market. Thus, the San Juan market has 

memories that allow it to build strategies of resistance. 

 

Resistance is not simply opposition to power, within a duality of dominating and 

dominated. It is constituted by several levels of actors, hierarchies and negotiations 

(Hollander & Einwohner, 2004). The structure of resistance in this space corresponds to 

a multiple network of factors. Like other markets, this market was also threatened by the 

possible eviction as part of the market renewal projects in Mexico City. 

 

As mentioned, in the earthquake of 1985, this like other markets suffered a change in the 

type of products sold. Most of the interviewees mentioning this market recognised it for 

its characteristic “gourmet or exotic products”. This turnaround in its type of product 

allowed the market to survive the crisis. However, they consider themselves to be looking 

for “traditional Mexican or pre-Hispanic food”; that is why they started selling insects, 

different types of fish, venison and even Lion meat. The motivation was to provide what 

the Aztecs consumed, evoking the memory of pre-Columbian eras and triggering a series 

of gastronomic innovations (such as edible flowers).  

 

                                                
216 Own translation.  
217 Own translation.  
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Over the years, the type of product expanded, integrating other products originating in 

Europe (for example, French cheeses and Spanish ham), though these were already 

historically in the area. There were “overseas” shops in the city from the early twentieth 

century, and these still persist, as do the wineries of Bodegas Alianza and La Europea in the 

streets near Ernesto Pugibet Street and City Hall respectively. 

 

The vendors of the market give importance to food products; in fact, there are streets 

with names evoking traditions and gourmet products such as Delicias Street and Pescaditos. 

According to Carlos, a worker of the Market, these names are due to the fact that at first 

there were several popular dining rooms and a second fishmonger. Although it is true, 

these names already appear on a map in the late 19th century. The area is structured by 

shops and the evocation of food, such as in Calle Aranda, where multiple poultry shops 

stand out. 

 

In this area, urban policies have begun a process of conquest, generating the displacement 

of traditional places or adapting certain businesses to a new tourist public. The San Juan 

market has been conquered by elitist discourse. As they indicate, it is a traditional market, 

but it is aimed at the wealthy classes or those that on certain dates can afford to buy their 

products. Their identity, based on products and location, differentiates them even from 

the other San Juan markets. This differentiation is also manifested in the celebration of 

San Juan on June 24; they celebrate San Juan Bautista, while the other markets celebrate 

San Juan de los Penitentes. Through religious symbols they establish identity codes. The 

religious aspect is important for the market, at least for the creation of their products, 

because in addition to “pre-Hispanic food” they also prepare “conventual cuisine”, from 

the convents and churches that were previously located in the area. 
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Despite these differences and the self-knowledge of the San Juan market as a selective 

market, this market was also threatened by a remodelling project which sought to mobilise 

the tenants outside the market. The location, as hinted above, is key to this market that is 

located within the San Juan-Ciudadela action area (Autoridad del Centro Histórico, 2011, 

p. 25). This area has been the subject of several projects of “heritage rescue” such as 

metrobús line 4, among others. In 2012, the Public Space Authority, the Authority of the 

Historic Centre, the Ministry of Economic Development and the delegation government 

proposed a project seeking to modernise the market by providing a new parking lot and 

a gourmet restaurant area. The intention, according to the authorities, was “to make the 

San Juan Pugibet market a space as extraordinary as the others in the world. Of course, it 

will continue to be a public market scheme.” (Máspormás, 2013). 

 

However, the government did not think about the resistance of the market and its 350 

merchants, who refused the proposals made. Although they themselves in formal 

interviews and informal conversations mentioned the lack of a parking lot for them, it 

was not enough reason to lose their traditional space. The resistance strategy was very 

different; market members recognised the traditional value of the market and its function 

as a tourist icon. They were aware that they could not be forced to leave, because like 

other markets, they have the right of usufruct that allowed them in the worst of cases to 

seek an injunction. The market’s argument to recognise its own “traditional” value and 

the collective memory of the site allowed the government to rethink. Similarly to Abelardo 

market, these inhabitants also relied on external references such as eviction and the failure 

to remodel other markets. During 2016 field work, the remodelling was being carried out 

by phases at night. 

 

This recognition of themselves as traditional allowed the sellers to maintain the daily life 

of their sales products and to reject other types of activities, such as seasonal sales, and to 

refuse to implement ATMs and credit cards. Carlos, leader of the market, confirms that 

if he could give advice to other markets before the pressures of the government, it is that 

“each market has its identity, I would recommend that they safeguard it, that its identity 

be taken care of, because a market, however humble, has its history, it has its identity and 

that identity is part of us Mexicans, we are San Juaneros, there is no more, San Juaneros, 

san Juaneros that we wrap ourselves in our chest of flavours.”218 

                                                
218 Own translation. 
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6.B.5 Baños Públicos: The Presence of the Disappearances 

The Baños Públicos, like many others of the places that we have mentioned so far, risk 
disappearing, and their permanence is threatened by multiple factors. As mentioned in 
the previous chapter, in the context of the popular groups, these baths arise mainly as a 
necessity due to the lack of toilet areas in the neighbourhoods, but others provide leisure 
for the wealthy classes. Although both came to have areas of steam— like a sauna— many 
of these establishments have already been closed or destroyed. Six decades ago there were 
250 establishments in Mexico City, and by the beginning of the decade there were only 
40 (Villasana & Navarrete, 2016).  
 
However, they have continued to be an important spatial reference. While we interviewed 
Agustín, the owner of a sharpening workshop, Lilian, who works in this place, participated 
sporadically, even making a drawing of the area of Alameda Sur. She mentions “well here 
there are some baños, but I do not know the name, well here is a park, there is a fountain, 
the metrobus, here are the best tacos downtown ‘if you do not like it, I’ll go’ I would put 
the cars, the avenue, the planters on both sides”.219 Even though this was not a mental 
map of the historic centre, through the few elements that it includes, she attributes a place 
to said baños. 
 
Similarly, these places are pointed out directly and indirectly by two other interviewees, 
Carlos and Julio. Carlos, speaking about the type of people who lived in the historic 
centre, says “a Spanish community migrated here to Mexico, very big, I think it is one of 
the biggest and they also own bakeries, hotels, baños, bars and they have a lot of purchasing 
power.” Julio, who works in one of the baños, also associated this place with this group. 
He suggests, “Spaniards have already many years here, because for example, this Baños, 
the owner is Spanish, that is the Spanish community is about 60, 70 years old. Near here 
where there is the café, there is the bakery, ‘la Pilarica’ that was once, that is also Spanish, 
then there are several parts where Spaniards live or children of Spaniards.”220 Also, Julio, 
who works in the said place, explains that these have been disappearing: “there are no 
large number of bathrooms, before there were a few baños in each colony and they already 
disappeared, because really there are few bathrooms that exist in the Federal District.”221 
Although it was not possible to find a historical basis for this relationship, it is well known 
that this area was inhabited by different migrations of Spaniards. Even López Street used 
to be called the “Vía del exilio español” (Spanish exile route), on the occasion of the exiles 

                                                
219 Own translation. 
220 Own translation. 
221 Own translation.  
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of the Franco dictatorship. However, one of the disappeared baños is the “Baños Jordán”, 
mentioned in the film Campeón sin corona (Galindo, 1946). They are still present for 
Freddy, who included them in his mental map. This interviewee had a special relationship 
apparently with that space, since he carries out descriptions of his training as a boxer. 
Although it no longer exists, the interviewee keeps them present in his conversation, as 
in the mental map “the [Baths] Jordán are the ones that were here on the way back, that 
were there at the corner of López and Arcos de Belén where a building is of glass, there were 
Baños Jordán, that’s where I started training.”222  It is important to note that when speaking 
in the present he also describes the current building, which suggests that, despite its non-
physical existence, this building still represents ancient Baños Jordán; there exists a kind of 
geographical metonymy. The metonymy is “a figure of speech consisting of the use of the 
name of one thing for that of another of which it is an attribute or with which it is 
associated.”(Merriam-Webster’s collegiate dictionary, n.d.).  In this sense this spatial 
place is mentioned associated with another that existed in the same place. That is, the 
new construction works with a signal of what was destroyed. This characteristic of 
memory and nostalgia is that it substitutes current physical attributes to describe the past 
space. The same happens in Beatriz’ interview when she narrates the life of the missing 
train station. She calls La plazota (new mall Forum Buenavista). While drawing her mental 
map and in an anecdotic manner, she remembers “there is also what now, this plazota, the 
one of trains, is the terminal of the trains that is there in Buenavista, that now is a plazota 
… that was the train station and I travelled by train, when I was little kid with my 
grandmother, who took me to Xalapa … when she had money she used to take us in first 
class … the seats were covered and padded as well as the chairs, it was fufurufo [posh] … 
but when we did not have money … the benches were wooden and sometimes there were 
so many people that they lay down on the floor … [trip] it was done in a day and a half 
or two days … in this manner we went on the train.”223 The implementation of the railroad 
in Mexico City began in the 19th century; however, the origins of the Estación de Buenavista 
date back to the ’60s. This train station was in operation until the late ’90s; in 2012 the 
shopping centre was inaugurated. The inclusion and description of a site like this within 
her mental map indicates a certain nostalgia for that time in her life. Also the presence of 
a building that no longer exists denotes resistance of the structure to time, and to the 
superposition of new elements. The current building serves as a memory trigger and, 
during the narrative of its mental map, leads to a kind of flashback. 
 

                                                
222 Own translation. 
223 Own translation. 
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This could simply be considered a personal memory to indicate to us (the interviewers) 
the place that they are explaining. However, this evocation of an old place is embodied 
collectively in the roundabout of the El Caballito, mentioned by some interviewees as 
emblematic place of Reforma Avenue. This last element refers to the old location of the 
colonial statue of Carlos IV.  The location of this monument, despite its displacement, 
remains in the urban imaginary and was reinforced by the construction of a new 
monument immortalizing the image of the horse. This new statue was made by Enrique 
Carbajal, inaugurated in 1992 in honour of the real El Caballito.224 These ways of 
experiencing space and reinforcing its expression through an art monument speak to us 
as a social memory based on an element of the urban landscape that can resist despite the 
displacement of the element itself. In fact, the roundabout was mentioned by some of our 
interviewees. 
 
Collective memory as resistance is exemplified in many cases where places no longer exist, 
such as the Buenavista train station, where Beatriz narrates her personal memories, or the 
Baños Jordán that Freddy manages to locate in his mental map. During the interviews many 
other places arose, including several movie theatres that stopped working or that have 
been totally destroyed, for example Cine Teresitas, Cinema of the Teatro del Pueblo, 
Florida Cinema, Acapulco Cinema and Avenida Cinema. The importance of these spaces 
is that even if they were not in the physical territory, they still structured the territory and 
relationships between places of memory. In these spaces Denise Jodelet noted that the 
spirit of the places:  

 
refers to the role of oblivion or silence of a past that remains active in the physiognomy 
of urban space. Through architectural forms, the style of an era whose spirit remains valid 
in the aesthetic and functional aspect of the space is expressed, perpetuating an 
atmosphere and a history that echoes the identity of the inhabitants.225 (Jodelet, 2010, 
p. 87).  

 

Therefore geographic metonymy goes beyond the spirit of the place, because it is its own 

geographical location that allows this relationship between past and present, without 

necessarily meeting monumental attributes. 

                                                
224 Equestrian statue of Carlos IV built in the late 18th century, located at this junction between the Paseo de la Reforma 
and Bucareli avenue from 1852 to 1979, when it was moved to its current location in Manuel Tolsa Square of the National 
Museum of Art. 
225 Own translation.  
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Places of Power 

As I have mentioned, in interviewee testimony there is a fragmented vision of the space 

in which the interviewees classify imaginary territories that coexist within the same 

territorial concept, the first monumental and the second the popular. These imaginaries 

materialised when detecting the places and practices, as well as the type of memories they 

embody. Similar to the cinematographic city, they embody specific sites, especially two 

groups that once again take Centre stage, the heart of the historic centre represented by 

the Zócalo and the surrounding buildings and a second group led by Alameda. However, 

the space between these two groups acquires more prominence, and the city acquires a 

certain perception of historical monumentality, where the colonial and the mythical city 

of Tenochtitlan are memories in constant activation. The Catholic Church will also remain 

as an imbricated place in Mexican culture. Next, the power memory locations detected 

through the interviews are presented. Beyond talking about resistance we can talk about 

resistant memory and means to challenge power. 

 

6.C.1 Zócalo, Cathedral, National Palace and Government Buildings 

The current city could be considered a living being, where an active ecosystem has 

formed. Therefore, it is not surprising that on many occasions the Historic Centre (HC) 

due to its historical burden, and its value as part of collective memory, is usually 

represented as the heart of the city.  

 

This sense of centrality was particularly mentioned by inhabitants of the HC. Julia, a street 

vendor, mentions “Zócalo is where everything meets, it is a story because it is the 

concentration of each town or each state, […] that is where many things are discussed, 

how Mexico was founded … the HC is where the base is made.”226 Augusto, a Catholic 

priest, shares this notion of centrality: “I have spent most of it [life] here in the heart of 

the city. Ecclesiastically we are divided into eight vicars and those who are like small 

dioceses, this vicar, HC is the fourth vicar and its motto is ‘the church in the heart of the 

city’, then everything revolves around the heart of the city”.  This sense of significance is 

first revealed by the films, in which the Zócalo and the surrounding buildings are used to 

identify Mexico and Mexico City, not just the HC. Usually in the scenes the buildings 

                                                
226 Own translation.  
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around the Zócalo are shown, identifying it by its symbolic value, as well as the city’s 

activities. Adalberto suggests that this area is the most meaningful space in the HC: 

 
The first thing that people seek is the Zócalo, the people ask, ’Where is the Zócalo? Why? I 
want to know it and be in the middle to see the whole picture, that’s the first thing people 
are looking for. As visitors, anyone want[s] to see the Zócalo… They see it on TV “I want 
to know, I want to be there, I want to go into the church”, take pictures, “I want to walk 
here, look here are all the shops” and then that’s the most representative thing for people 
as much for the one that comes from the province as much as us, Even if I have nothing 
to do, I say I would like to go to the zocalo and I go walking around—  
 

That process of arriving in the middle and observing everything around is similar to the 

way in which movies represent this area. Therefore the interviewees attribute to this 

central area a symbolic weight: the first point of significance is that in it are the established 

powers, and the second is that it is thought of as the origin of the city. Both notions 

contribute to the identity of its inhabitants and visitors, since the space endows them with 

a sense of nationalism.   

 

The interviewees shared this sense of centrality and 

power through various aspects embodied in the 

buildings surrounding the Zócalo, as well as the 

Zócalo itself. For strategic and political reasons, 

the city of “Nueva España” established a triple 

function of power: government, religion and trade. 

This configuration gives the interviewees a sense 

of nationhood. The base is used to identify it as the 

point of origin and centrality, where several 

memories converge. Julia, an itinerant vendor, 

indicated this aspect of centrality by drawing the 

flag in the Zócalo: “here, it is as if it were the navel 

of the HC”. Some of them included or drew the 

flag to emphasise that form of transmissible power.  

Fig. 6.193 Detail on the Mental Map of Julia 
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Many of the interviewees started drawing 
the HC through the Zócalo, and if they did 
not add it to their drawing, it was implied 
by the shape they gave to the rest. They 
named this place in three different ways: 
Plaza de la Constitución, Zócalo and Plancha. 
The first is its official name; the second is 
the informal name, probably the one best 
known in Mexico. This name comes from 
1843, when President Antonio López 
ordered a monument to be built 
commemorating Mexican Independence.  
 
However, it was never erected, and only 
the Zócalo (plinth) of what would be a 
column of Independence remained in the 
centre of the square. The third name was 
assigned after the 1958 modifications, 
when it acquired its austere form as a 
large concrete expansion, hence the 
Plancha (plate). It is worth noting that this 
modification was executed within the 
urban changes and architectural program 
of the Uruchurtu government, whose 
intentions were to “modernise” the 
colonial inherited space (Pozas, 2016, pp. 
304-309). These last two ways of naming 
the site evidence the importance of spatial 
modification; this collective memory of 
arrangements that have resisted time and 
urban transformations is embodied in the 
city’s landscape.   

Fig. 6.194 Plaza de la Constitución 
Casasola, around 1940 
Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/
object/fotografia%3A109449 

Fig. 6.195 Works in the Zócalo 
n.a.,1952 -1958 
Mediateca INAH 
Source::https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/islandora_74/islandora/
object/fotografia%3A453007 
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Due to its symbolic power, standing in front of the National Palace, the Zócalo is the place 

par excellence for protests and demonstrations by the population. In recent years, these have 

been prevented by a multiplicity of activities carried out by the government, limiting use 

of the Zócalo. This strategy of impediments includes cultural events, such as concerts, 

celebrations of the Day of the Dead, book fairs and others that move away from 

traditional concepts, such as the inclusion of an ice rink during the Christmas season. 

 

The most mentioned building for interviewees was the Catedral, distinguished particularly 

for the physical attributes of the domes and the fence, and highlighted by the film support. 

All interviewees considered it one of the most important buildings, and almost everybody 

mentioned having visited it, even those who were not Catholics. It was not a merely 

contemplative issue but the need to know this object because of its power of 

identification. Mexicans, even Elsa, understood the Cathedral as a synonym for the HC: 

when “someone says HC I imagine the Cathedral”. The Palacio Nacional was also one of the 

most mentioned elements; some simply called it Palace, and Augusto literally called it 

“Political Power” because that is where power is based on a national level. Its importance 

was also linked to celebrations of independence, particularly the Grito de Dolores, which 

commemorates the independence of Mexico, and is illustrated in the film Salón México 

(Fernández, 1949). As mentioned in chapter 5, this practice includes the interaction of the 

people in the Plaza de la Constitución with the president from the presidential balcony of 

the National Palace, as well as the use of national symbols such as the flag and the bell. 

As Beatriz explains, “in the Zócalo, it is the Grito, in the Presidential Palace, and they talk 

after the Grito, the party”. There is some importance in the correlation of both spaces. 

The other building is the Antiguo Palacio de Ayuntamiento and Edificio de Gobierno.  

 

In general, the interviewees conceived of two joint buildings, in which both offices and 

local government authorities are located. More importantly, this was in fact one building 

before the opening of the 20 Noviembre in 1936. One of our interviewees, the priest 

Francisco, called the buildings “buildings where Mancera is”, the head of the local 

government between the years 2012–2018. In other words, many of the interviewees 

simply called it “government buildings”, but this symbolised local power.  
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Fig. 6.196 Cathedral and events at the Zócalo  
LH, Febraury 2016 

Fig. 6.197 National Palace and events at the Zócalo 
LH, Febraury 2016 

Fig. 6.199 Balcony of National Palace 
Presidencia de la República, 2016  
Source: :https://www.flickr.com/photos/p
residenciamx/29676537926/in/photostrea
m/ 

Fig. 6.198 Grito de la Independencia  
Presidencia de la República, 2016  
Source::https://www.flickr.com/photos/presidenciamx/29676570626/in/p
hotostream/ 
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Two other buildings have been identified due to their economic power: on the one hand, 

the Antiguo Portal de Mercaderes, whose origins date back to the 16th century, known by 

many for its physical attribute of “arches”. Some interviewees represented it by drawing 

these elements, and attributed its importance as an economic power to businesses, 

including the sale of jewellery and luxury items. The other element is the Monte de Piedad 

National building, originating in the 18th century, a private institution dedicated to 

financing through pledge loans.  

 

The Zócalo, the Cathedral and the National Palace were also considered important because 

many of them were promoted as places to visit due to their physical beauty. Their status 

as tourist attractions is complemented by the starting point of the Turibus being located 

in the Plaza del Empedradillo, strategically near this emblematic site, as Jacqueline says when 

she talks about friends who come to visit her: “Yes, here by the cathedral because they 

can visit everything, there is the Turibus. I send them, I do not go with them, but I send 

them there”. This area is also linked to tradition and culture, together with the National 

Palace, which is a tourist site because it is historic and features the murals of Diego Rivera. 
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Fig. 6.200 Zócalo with the Government Buildings 
CliNKer, 2009 

Source:  https://www.flickr.com/photos/maelvillafranco/7086240505/in/photostream/ 

Fig. 6.201 Old Portal de Mercaderes 
n. a. 

Source: http://enacademic.com/pictures/enwiki/87/WestsideZocaloDF.JPG 

Fig. 6.202 Closeup Mental Map of Adalberto 
MCM Project 
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6.C.2 Alameda and Torre Latinoamericana 

Among the variety of places of memory is the Torre 

Latinoamericana, an emblematic building from the 

1950s, considered at the time one of the tallest 

skyscrapers in Latin America. Although this 

building has fractured the now protected historic 

urban fabric, it has a special relevance for the 

interviewees. It was one of the most mentioned 

elements in their mental maps, and some of them 

even simulated its façade. This architectural icon is 

represented as a slender building of great height 

standing out from the rest, realised with several 

windows with a reduction in its configuration at 

the top, and on it an antenna that stands out. 

These are similar to the characteristics highlighted 

by the films, in images of the time, for example Dos 

mundos y un amor (Crevenna, 1954) and El camino de 

la vida (Corona Blake, 1956) or in the ’90s in Sin 

Remitente (Carrera, 1995) in which Don Andrés 

asks if that is the tallest building in Mexico. 

However, it is noteworthy that none of the 

interviewees mentioned its functional aspect; 

rather they highlighted its relevance in terms of the 

configuration of the space and the contrast of this 

building with the rest of the HC. 

 

Near to this building is Bellas Artes and the Alameda which, although they were only 

spatially related in the ’80s (before there was a street), the interviewees tend to encompass 

it as a single unit. The Alameda Central public park was built at the end of the 17th century 

by Viceroy Luis de Velasco, with the aim of making a recreational space on the edge of 

the city. As I illustrated during the film analysis,227 this place appeared from the first 

decades of Mexican cinema. Although it is referenced in several films, they rarely show 

social interactions inside. The interesting detail is that it references a place where popular 

                                                
227 Please see pages 309-3019 

Fig. 6.203 Closeup Mental Map of Gaspar 
MCM Project 

Fig. 6.204 Closeup Mental Map of Freddy 
MCM Project 
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classes coexist, while locating nearby buildings for the privileged classes, emphasising their 

proximity to Alameda. It is a space full of controversies between its use and its 

representation as a place of memory. This debate materialised in interventions made in 

the last decade.  

 

Specifically, in 2012, renovation of the public space began, including the cleaning, lighting 

and remodelling of fountains and statues, and obviously involving the removal of street 

vendors. These operations showed inconsistencies between the intervention made and 

the people using the park, who were limited to traditional activities through new spatial 

configurations and prohibitions (Giglia, 2013). This new type of gardening prevents users 

from lying under the trees and prohibits access for people with skates (ibid). These forms 

of action in the space exclude traditional activities and their users, such as families from 

popular sectors, domestic workers, indigenous groups, indigent people, mimes, clowns, 

etc. Although the space was in poor condition it was highly used.  

 

However, the authorities justified their actions, considering it abandoned and deteriorated 

(ibid). Roberto, an inhabitant of the northeastern area, explains these facts: “I liked more 

the previous design that was like more, how do you say, this style? Had the red floor like 

cobblestones or something and the lamps [in] that style [that’s] like colonial or something? 

But I think that in terms of flowing and adapting to the new trends of society, the roads 

expanded the lighting is clearer and more general and I think the problems [that] existed 

before [with] drugs and prostitution and all that were a little bit eradicated…”.228 This 

inhabitant despite the fact that problems with the space have been eradicated, does not 

see a place that offers him welcome, rather he sees the need and duty of the inhabitants 

to adapt to new trends. Currently the population was limited or rather was led to a kind 

of contemplation rather than use of space, where sporadic exhibitions are held.  

 

Although visiting it seems to include a kind of ritual, Adalberto emphasises his experience 

in space: “people go to the Bellas Artes to see an exhibition or something or sit around 

there are benches and then you are talking … well people who do not have anything to 

do, I’ve gone and I said ‘I want to be there, come and sit down,’ well sometimes I’m 

there's just 5 minutes and let’s go to that I already have things to do, that is what I have 

observed … here is to visit and let’s go, but here I have seen that people who come are 

                                                
228 Own translation.  
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there just to enjoy seeing other people.”229 Similarly, Verónica also underlines the same 

way of visiting the space: “Bellas Artes is always the place to go for a walk, go and buy any 

little thing to sit or walk in Alameda”.230 

 

Almost all of the interviewees agreed on the symbolic importance of Alameda and Bellas 

Artes, and confirmed that they come to Alameda to contemplate the space, especially the 

Bellas Artes building. However, very few of the interviewees suggested having entered the 

Bellas Artes. The area has become a space for museum contemplation, as suggested by 

Christiane Boyer (2006) with respect to which the heritage discourses convert the space 

into fictional scenarios, losing the activity and the significance for which the space was 

made.  

 

Miguel, Catholic priest of one of the churches of Alameda Sur, while discussing urban 

changes of recent decades, suggests: 

 
I would not see it as a positive aspect, partly because of tradition, because of culture, 
because they do not forget that there are so many beautiful things, so beautiful and so 
much culture and everything and that they truly appreciate it. Although the formative 
aspect is lacking it would not be the same to go through a temple and say, “look at that 
beautiful temple “from the outside and other temples and another temple and see 30 or 
40 temples in passing and never enter, nor am I interested in seeing the paintings that are 
inside … and I am not only speaking about temples, but also the historical monuments. 
I am very impressed and I cannot ignore people coming from other places or from here 
in Mexico City and just passing in front of Bellas Artes and I say, ‘do you already know 
Bellas Artes?’, ‘Well yes, I saw it is a nice palace on the outside,” but inside … there are 
people who are 25 years old and have never entered to Bellas Artes … then it is certainly 
needed, culture is needed, training is needed not only the fact of paving the streets well 
so that people can pass from one place to another. 

 
 
 

  

                                                
229 Own translation.  
230 Own translation.  
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6.C.3 University 

Another memory that survives is that of the Barrio Universitario, a memory of the recent 
past, because this area was practically abandoned by the students in the 1950s when the 
facilities moved south of the city into the Ciudad Universitaria. However, the interviewees 
mentioned the time of the students. There were even those who remembered it, although 
it was practically impossible for them to know this life on the site since none of our 
interviewees exceeded 70 years of age, exemplifying how collective memory can be 
transmitted and revive. Rodolfo considers it the “former neighbourhood in reality, the 
people from here have emigrated a long time ago, but it left a mark”. These footprints are 
perceptible through multiple buildings such as the Antigua Escuela de Jurisprudencia, El 
Colegio San Idelfonso and Escuela de Medicina. This last element also recalls the Inquisition, 
since this building had also fulfilled that function. Inside it two memories coexist, on the 
one hand, student life, and on the other, the political-religious ideology of the colonial era 
that claimed so many lives for more than 200 years. However, there are those who, like 
Marcelo, also remember the life and practices of students like the Porra (haranguing or 
singing rallying song), Goya “now all that is over, because here, this was part of the 
university neighbourhood, from here was the Porra of the university, from here, in this 
environment, here on Del Carmen Street, where the Gregorio Salas hospital is, there was 
a cinema called Goya, then, that cinema Goya was the neighbourhood of students, who 
sneak away and entering to the Goya cinema and that’s why it is [known as] ‘Goya, 
Goya’.”231 This is currently used as part of rallying song of the UNAM football team. It 
has its origin in the ’40s, in the northeast area of the HC, in the university district. This 
song arose when young people, instead of going to classes, suggested skipping them and 
going to the movies, effectively to the Goya cinema. Thus collective memories go beyond 
the time and space that gave rise to them. 
 
The memories of the university are still present, both in the stories that emerge from them 
and in the old buildings, such as the Casa Del Estudiante (students’ house). This building, 
built at the beginning of the 20th century, still welcomes low-income provincial students 
who come to study at the university. Even in a state of ruin and among street vendors, 
this building is a trace of and testimony to the university life that disappeared. However, 
these students resist the pressures exerted by street vending, their stalls obstructing their 
entrance and windows, as well as verbal threats from the leaders. Consequently, they must 
continuously negotiate their space. 
 

                                                
231 Own translation. 
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6.C.4 Museum and Historical Artefacts  

According to Miguel, who works in the HC, this territory represents “museums; mostly people, 
especially foreigners, come to see museums, to see churches, to see everything that catches their attention 
about the history of Mexico...” 232 For Ignacio, an inhabitant of the HC, culture is present in 
the territory: 

 
I like culture a lot, I like art, theatres, museums and learning a lot of history, it has always 
been a space to found new places, I like it a lot, a lot because it has a lot of tourism, it is 
a place to enjoy .... For example, the police museum, which is very small, is on Victoria 
Street, if I remember correctly, many places such as nightclubs, places of entertainment 
but with a lot of art, for example behind what is the Cathedral to the trade side is very 
careful presented, it is not like Tepito or another areas like that with the ambulants…you 
can walk through the centre in opposite directions and you never get bored, there is 
always something to do.233  
 

Like him, most of the interviewees, when referring to what the HCMC represented, also 

described walking in any direction and observing the buildings, a kind of flânerie,234 as a 

form of entertainment and delight, due to the magnificent structures. However, these 

places of memory appear disconnected from personal experiences. They know these 

places and know how to locate them in the public space; nonetheless, very few relate 

memories about them, beyond admiring them.  

 
These buildings are used to activate historical memories and transformations of the city. 
In this sense this way of using the space coincides with the term proposed by Pierre Nora: 
“lieux de mémoire are fundamentally remains, the ultimate embodiments of a memorial 
consciousness that has barely survived in a historical age that calls out for memory 
because it has abandoned it” (Nora, 1989, p.12). Artefacts are used to recall or activate 
memories about specific historic events, where the monumentality of architecture plays 
an important role in building the identity of space. 
 
The city, its museums and artefacts are represented through nostalgia, but a restorative 
nostalgia “which puts emphasis on nostos and proposes to rebuild the lost home and patch 
up memory gaps” (Boym, 2001, p. 129). This type of nostalgia is detected especially in the 
area known “as the elegant commercial area”, “the city of palaces” or “Slim city” - because 
Carlos Slim allegedly bought a good number of properties here. This representation of 
this area is based mainly on the idea of the Colonial City, whose decorated buildings recall 

                                                
232 Own translation.  
233 Own Translation. 
234 Consisted in the art of strolling and looking, commonly was associated with the shopping arcades in Paris. The 
popular concept comes from the writing of Charles Baudelaire and Walter Benjamin’s analysis of the Flâneur and his 
practice as a result of the modern city.  
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the lost city, maintaining memory through a feeling of recovering from the past the search 
for the city that has been lost, because other ideologies have destroyed the beauty of the 
city. The priest Augusto says: 

 
I would like it to be almost, almost a pedestrian centre like many of the big European 
cities that have simply [been] made pedestrian, because they have given the greatest 
importance to the heart of ancient cities ... then the city would be very beautiful, and I 
am referring to the ancient city, the city of palaces, before, the revolution, independence, 
since 1810, everything. When we began to become independent from the government of 
Spain, the city had the Spanish image, when we became independent, we wanted to mark 
it with an element ... a nationalizing characteristic of breaking with everything Spanish 
and breaking with everything Spanish we destroyed the largest, I do not know if it is the 
older but I would dare to say, most of the Spanish architecture of the city of New Spain, 
the convents were beautiful, churches that were destroyed just by destroying themselves, 
buildings, etc., then return to that ancient origin would be the greatest. 235 

 
This remembrance of the Spanish is predominant, and established all through the 

museums. Francisco I. Madero Street, formerly known as San Francisco and Platero Street, in 

colonial times served as the main commercial street, an activity that is still present. Due 

to its good location and historical importance, this arterial road was pedestrianized in 

2010. This street features emblematic buildings and architectures, and it is recognized as 

“the beautiful part of the historic centre. Among the interviewees the Templo de la Profesa 

is prominent, an eighteenth-century Baroque catholic church with an exhibition of 

colonial paintings. The Palacio Iturbide, built in the 16th century, is currently used as the 

Palace of Culture, where several exhibitions are presented, and the private collection of 

the Bank of Mexico, although it has featured exhibits since the 1960s, was inaugurated as 

such in 2004. Another place interviewees identified was the Mexican Museum of Design, 

a museum with historical artifacts that also has a cafeteria, shop, exhibition area and 

lodging area. This building was inaugurated in 2002 with a modern style, framed by a 

colonial building from the 18th century, where the house of the conquistador Hernán 

Cortez was also located. 

 

These buildings are oriented towards the visitor, particularly aimed at tourist groups, and 

two of them were inaugurated in the 2000s; that is, they are part of rehabilitation 

strategies. The three buildings are anchored to a search for the desired colonial city. 

However, although they were in the memory of our interviewees, they did not call 

attention to any physical attribute beyond their cultural activities. 

                                                
235 Own translation.  
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Interviewees also highlighted other architectures, such as religious ones, for their 

connection to colonial times. Their importance is grounded in their historical antiquity 

and the facades’ architectural beauty, which are used to make photographs. Some of these 

are the Church of Santo Domingo, the Church of San Francisco, and the Church of Santa 

Veracruz. That nostalgia is fed by the ruins of the churches, as is the case with the Church 

of San Francisco, whose ruins create an imaginary of the memory of the city. Roberto 

suggests that the property occupied the whole block, adding: “This is a former convent 

that is next to the Torre Latinoamericana, actually it was the whole area, but it was occupied 

by the tower and business, there is a bakery, around here you can still see vestiges of walls 

and buildings, it was very beautiful the facade they knocked down and now the entrance 

is here on Madero.”236 It is striking that he makes comments about the traces of the old 

building and based on this, gives the site an imaginary dimension of the old physical 

occupation of the site. The way in which he talks about the site suggests that these 

elements are remembered not by their names but by physical attributes, which he marks 

as vestiges (ruins). It should be considered then that the permanence of a structure can 

function as a trigger which gives the possibility of remembering place, whose materiality 

and time are part of the imaginary about the city. 

 

The area these places occupy is used mostly by tourists, so the interviewees mentioned 

the relevance of the HC and its link with the museums, of which according to the 

interviewees there was a great variety, although it is true that in the HC and its 

surroundings there are approximately 50 buildings oriented to museum exhibitions. The 

interviewees again pointed out the beauty of the buildings, including the City Museum, 

the Franz Meyer Museum and the National Museum of Art.  

 

Mercantilist concepts are slowly gaining territory, as the traditional memory of the space 

has been used to turn it into a sale product. This way of thinking has been mobilized in 

several ways, even changing the economic dynamics of traditional shops, such as those 

located on pedestrianized streets (Ortega García, 2015). There, according to most of our 

interviewees, it is impossible to think about buying products because of their high cost, 

and if this is not the case, stores have turned themselves into “patrimonialized” spaces 

                                                
236 Own translation. 



 457 

such as historic shops originally aimed at the wealthy classes, such as Palacio de Hierro 

and Liverpool, whose origins go back to the end of the 19th century thanks to commercial 

openings and post-independence exchanges. 

 

These dynamics not only transform the urban image, but also generate other social and 

spatial alterations in the urban space. Even in the perception and identification of the HC, 

where some of our interviewees considered important monumental places such as 

Bucareli Avenue, Reforma Avenue and its monuments (el Ángel, La Diana Cazadora, el 

Caballito, etc.) and the Bosque de Chapultepec. This last space is connected to the city from 

colonial times, and draws our attention since it is far outside the established perimeters, 

although some of the interviewees still drew it. 

 

Denise Jodelete considers this kind of memory monumental memory, meaning objects or 

durable structures belonging to a certain era or style. These might be susceptible to 

heritage protection policies and conservation. (Jodelet, 2010, p. 86). Indeed, the area 

where most of the places of memory of this type of representation are located, as I have 

shown, coincides with the area where the greatest number of architectural and urban 

interventions have taken place. By comparing the map with the monumental and 

entertainment places mention with an tourist map, it is possible to observe that the 

existing configuration is similar; this could also explain the appearance of Reforma Avenue 

and Chapultepec within the territory of the HC.  
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Fig. 6.223 Map that include all the elements of Monumentality, Amusement and Tourism (Based on the Mental Maps)
LH

Fig. 6.224 Tourist Circuit of the Centre 
Turibus 

Source: http://www.turibus.com.mx/index.php?s=CircuitosPrincipales 
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The interviewees embrace socio-historical relations connected with the origin of the city, 
specifically with the city of Tenochtitlan. “Although historical changes usually occur over 
a period of time and as result of a process rather than a single event, collective memory 
tends to select particular events as symbolic markers of change” (Zerubavel, 1997, p. 9). 
In this sense the particularity of the origin of the city is important, and its posterior 
obliteration allows a strong memory of the city to remain. For the street vendor Julia, the 
HC is “the culture of our ancestors”,237 while for Antonio, the owner of a pulquería, it is 
the genesis of the city and the roots of Mexicans. “I believe that it is the cradle of our 
roots, eh [where] the history of Mexico begins”.238 
 
One of the monuments that continues to stimulate the collective memory of this ancient 
city is the archaeological site and museum on one side of the cathedral, where the Templo 
Mayor is located. Beatriz, a woman of almost 60 years, called this area “the excavation”. 
Although the first findings at this site took place in 1915, it was not until 1978 that large 
excavations exposed the ruins of the main temple. Due to the age of the interviewee and 
her close relationship with the area, it is possible that her mental image includes the period 
before and after excavations, which attributes a broader context to memories of the site. 
That is to say, that what she means is not only the site itself, but the activities carried out 
to unveil the archaeological site. Probably the site was known as La Excavación before 
assigning it an official name.  Similarly, the priest Francisco, while drawing his mental 
map, called them “pyramids of Tenochtitlan”. It is not only the structure of the 
archaeological site that reminds us that under it is the original “underground city”. For 
example, the windows, such as those located on the Republica de Argentina street, or 
physical traces, such as the serpent head in the Museo de la Ciudad o la Echécatl pyramid 
of Pino Suarez Metro Station. Similarly, the spatial practice of the dancers, who are located 
near the Catedral or sometimes in the Zócalo, contribute this idea of indigenous peoples, 
since such representation through their movements and clothing evokes indigenous 
traditional practices. However, at the beginning of the 20th century, the dances spread as 
folkloric cultural expressions and took on spectacular features, incorporating a mystified 
vision of the Aztec past, also modifying their clothing (Olivas Hernández, 2014, p. 40). 
Similar ideas were also encouraged by the films El signo de la Muerte  (Urueta, 1939) and El 
mexicano feo (Crevenna, 1984).  

                                                
237 Own translation. 
238 Own translation. 
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Fig. 6. 225 Templo Mayor
Getty Images, 2016

Source: https://www.chilango.com/general/15-curiosidades-del-templo-mayor-que-muchos-desconocen/

Fig. 6.226 Archaeological Windows 
Fideicomiso del Centro Histórico, n.d. 

Source::https://www.centrohistorico.cdmx.gob.mx/storage/app
/media/uploaded-files/029_Ventanas_alecarbajal.jpg 

Fig. 6.227 Sculpture of the Tenochtilan Foundation 
Gengiskanhg, n.d. 
Source::https://www.cdmx.gob.mx/storag
e/app/media/uploaded-
files/26462744811_23c4aee032_z.jpg 

Fig. 6.228 Danzantes close to the Cathedral 
VecinaMex, n.d. 
Source: https://www.tripadvisor.es/LocationPhotoDirectLink-g150800-d169723-i22653865-
Metropolitan_Cathedral_Catedral_Metropolitana-Mexico_City_Central_Mexico_a.html 
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Another element that acquires relevance to the mythical city of Tenochtitlan is the 
Monument to Mexicanity, which is a sculpture representing the mythical scene of 
discovery of the place where the Mexicas would found Ancient Tenochtitlan. That is, the 
configuration of the eagle, cactus snake and stone. Similarly, this symbol is illustrated on 
the national flag.  
 
However, not all the elements that trigger the memory of the mythical Tenochtitlan City 
are institutionalized. Many inhabitants, referring to the deterioration and inclination of 
the buildings as a distinctive physical attribute, almost always pointed out that they lived 
in a place that was sinking because under it was “Tenochtitlan”, a city that was built on a 
lake. In this way the memory of the place contributed to a geographic metonymy acting 
on the imaginary plane. Metonymy is a “trope that consists in designating something with 
the name of something else taking the effect for the cause or vice versa, the author for 
his works, the sign for the thing that is meaning” (Muñoz Rojas, 2012, p. 10). This 
happens with the case of the undulation of the Sanctuary of Loreto, a colonial building 
that evokes the imaginary of a city built on an unstable terrain, causing the memory of the 
pre-Columbian city to resist the imaginary; a physical attribute is the trigger that evokes 
it. 
 
Likewise, the maintenance of streets and 
infrastructure where we tend to find 
archaeological pieces, which keeps the 
presence of Tenochtitlan alive. Many 
interviewees narrated how, over the years, 
they have seen that there are pieces under 
the city. Unlike the Templo Mayor or the 
archaeological windows that are exposed, 
these memories are based on the 
naturalness of daily life, not on deploying 
instruments for their “adequate 
exhibition”. 
 

  

Fig. 6.229 Santuary of Loreto 
LH, January 2016 



 462 

6.C.5 Catholic Church 

Although there is a perception that the life of the churches has been lost, for their 

inhabitants churches are still representative. The interviewees highlighted the importance 

of the Church of Santa Catalina, Church of San Sebastián, Temple of Carmén, Sancturay of 

Nuestra Señora de Loreto and Teresitas. In the same way some of them mentioned their 

memories about them, especially within personal memories about first communion or 

their participation in church activities. Given that there is an essential separation between 

the sacred and the profane in memory, as well as the stability of a space during time, 

memories can be embodied in it (Halbwachs, 1980).  

 

The inhabitants keep their religious memory through spatial practices and liturgies, 

allowing them to mark on the ground memories that are part of their communities, as is 

the case with the “visits of the 7 houses” during Easter, when the faithful visit seven 

churches to remember the journey of Christ from the Last Supper to the Crucifixion. 

Although for some people this journey has lost its religious meaning and implication, it 

remains as a spatial practice. According to the inhabitants, this route does not contain a 

specific order, although in recent years they have created a kind of tourist route. The 

interviewees considered this practice a tradition, and some of them practice it, according 

to them in churches with which they maintain a personal attachment. Another Easter 

practice is the Good Friday viacrucis, when 14 stations are held where the parishioners 

organize themselves to make the journey through several vecindades belonging to the 

religious community and located near the territory. This journey also remembers the 

suffering of Christ, and marks a territorial space that covers the church, since during the 

tour you can see other viacrucis belonging to nearby churches without overlapping, 

creating a territorial space identified with a precise temple. 

 

During Easter 2016, I followed the route of the Via Crusis performed by the Church of 

San Sebastian and the Temple of Santa Teresa La Nueva (Teresitas). Because it was Good 

Friday, there were almost no street vendors; they transformed the urban landscape and 

endowed it with a sacred meaning, starting in the Church of San Sebastián and ending in 

the Parish of San Teresa la Nueva. It is striking that the route coincides with the most 

deteriorated parts of the territory and even goes beyond the Eje 1 Oriente, crossing the 

current border marked by this wide route. 
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During the journey there is a sense 

of belonging, and a memory of 

religious community is materialized 

and traced while the trajectory is 

followed, which is also guided 

through the use of a map.  

Although the route changes 

according to the availability of the 

vecindades, the route and the area is 

more or less customary according 

to the priest. However, the memory 

of the place and the sense of 

community embodied in the 

territory is revealed through this 

ritual.  

 

Fig. 6.230 Official Map of the Via Crucis 

Fig. 6.231 Parishioners following the Via Crusis route 
LH, March 2016 

Fig. 6.232 Temple of Santa Teresa La Nueva, Final Station of the Via Crusis 
LH, March 2016  
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7 Conclusion and Synthesis  

Roma (2018) is a Mexican film directed by Alfonso Cuarón. Last February, it won several 

Oscars for cinematography, directing and best foreign film or, more correctly, prize for 

the best foreign language film (it seems that Hollywood forgot that cinema was born silent 

in France). The film captures the life of a domestic servant called Cleo at the beginning 

of the 1970s. When making the film, Cuarón was inspired by his own memories of the 

Colonia Roma of Mexico City, and the character of Cleo, the filmmaker’s nanny. The film 

narrates the intimate life of this character, both inside the house where she works and 

outside, even visiting the Metropólitan movie theatre located in the Historic Centre of 

Mexico City. Through black and white film (Fig. 7.2), he remembers with nostalgia the 

places and social practices of this woman, and gives life to the memories on the screen. 

Then it seems that he turns his focus of interest on to the aspects of everyday life of 

popular groups in Mexico City. Paradoxically, Mexico, after being nominated 7 times, 

wins these three Oscars, including the one for the best director, in the same time that 

launched the construction of  “Trump’s Wall” (Fig. 7.1). The materiality of a wall can 

hardly stop Mexicans, at least at the level of cinema, from showing the value of their 

culture and the dignity of their popular memories. Thus, both popular memories and films 

have the power to cross borders, both geographical and historical, maybe to invent 

another way to resist to the hardness of the world.  

 

  

Fig. 7.2 Film Roma 
(Cuarón, 2018) 

Fig. 7.1 Donald Trump- Border Wall 
U.S. Customs and Border Protection, 2018 

Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/BgTx9_2AFcx/?taken-
by=realdonaldtrump 
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Through this thesis I have investigated collective memory through a multi-temporal 

framework combining the use of film and fieldwork carried out in Mexico City, 

specifically in the territory of the Historic Centre. The combination of several films in 

different periods has allowed me to observe the memory-images of the city, pinpointing 

various places of memory constructed through different periods in the cinematographic 

city. Similarly, I have used mental maps, interviews, in-situ observations and other 

information sources (for example, the written press) through which I have explored the 

recent past, defining places of collective memory or, rather, concretizing places of 

collective memory, in this concrete city that we usually call the “Real City.” 

 

With the resulting reflections I have been able to establish that the territory is indeed a 

palimpsest, as proposed by André Corboz (1983). This assemblage of different 

temporalities and imaginaries allowed me to identify different urban and architectural 

elements, as well as social practices recognized as places of collective memory. This opens 

the possibility of visualizing urban landscapes in accordance with the meanings and 

problems of each era. This palimpsest is configured not only in the location and detection 

of places of memory, but also in their physical and social materiality, since memories 

evoke other layers of memory that overlap, cover and even contradict each other in the 

formation of these places. 

 

It was also possible to envisage visual and social characteristics, as well as their relationship 

with the urban context, where cinematographic language and cinematographic space play 

a special role, highlighting specific attributes of physical places revealing the hidden 

language of existing “real” life proposed multiple times by Pier Paolo Pasolini (1980). 

Film as a tool of the cinema industry, yet inspired by the memory of popular culture, has 

been indispensable, used not only as an object, but also as a research tool in which I have 

been able to address issues of transmission regarding each place of memory. In this way, 

through the passage of time, the analysis arrives at the present temporality, specifically to 

understand how collective memory in the popular context, and in light of the urban 

transformations, has the ability to resist. 
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The City under Re-Construction: Urban Landscapes 

The importance of revealing urban landscapes in each epoch is that it allows us to better 

understand places of collective memory and their connection with the general context of 

the city. Hence the need to identify them in the present work. 

 

Collating the information obtained from the films and the interviews with history 

established different types of urban landscapes marked by the economic, social and 

political aspects of the territory of each period. These landscapes, although they are 

differentiated by time, have not necessarily disappeared, rather they are part of the gears 

of the machine that manufactures the city, which I argue is like a palimpsest giving the 

possibility that urban landscapes can resurface. Film, as expression of the popular culture 

of the past in the present has proven to be a good means of achieving this. 

 

Landscapes, like the city, are a fabrication: the popular or rather the space of the city 

belonging to popular groups is frequently defined by the other, that is, by hegemonic 

power. With this the city is involved in a constant re-elaboration, both in its social content 

and its physical aspect. Through the analysis of films and the interviews, I managed to 

identify five different urban “landscapes” produced by the popular groups, which appear 

as 5 distinct superimposed layers: 

 

1. The Landscape of the Rural: This first landscape is defined by the contrast of 

the rural and the urban, the memory spaces then referred to populations arriving 

in the city. Migrants from the provinces built places of collective memory, and 

their social practices were linked to them. Even within the same city, peripheral 

spaces well as Santa María la Ribera, Guerrero, or Tepito were attributed to popular 

groups (Fig. 7.3), continuing a form of hierarchy from the centre to the periphery 

defined from colonial times, confirming that the city is not simply a way to 

organise space, it is a spatial imposition managed by dominant power structures. 

Its organisation is not simply a coincidence. Therefore, memory is a common 

thread of the city that allows values to be transmitted. The mentioned spatial 

periphery did not refer to any periphery, but was located to the north and east, 

again traces and residues from colonial times. 

 

1 
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The Landscape of Traditions: The second contrast is established when new 

features of modernity are constructed or better defined in the 1940s and 1950s, 

as the popular ceases to be linked to the provincial primarily, although some 

practices considered rural continue to have presence, which means that there is a 

dialectic with the past. But Modernity, as an ideology of the dominant group, is 

imposed as a point of inflection, emphatic, critical and with the objective of 

differentiating itself from past phenomena. Visually this drastic differentiation 

results in giving importance above all to scale and lighting, acquiring theatrical 

features. In this context, popular spaces acquire a romanticised version of 

themselves in films, where the roots of the urban Mexican are based on what can 

be considered ancient. Therefore, large neighbourhoods of the city acquire a 

traditional perception, among them La Merced, Lagunilla, Regina and Tepito. All 

of them are considered part of the Centre’s territory, whose extension is not 

limited to any type of specific perimeters (Fig. 7.4). 

 

The Landscape of the Deplorable: The third landscape formation also 

coincides with the end of the so-called golden age of Mexican cinema, and with 

the economic crisis of the film industry. To reduce production costs, recordings 

began to be made more frequently outside, in urban space. This fact allowed them 

to address the urban problems of the time. These neighbourhoods are mostly no 

longer seen as traditional and are almost projected as an urban disease. The so-

called “Heradura de Tugurios (slum horseshoe)” defined by academics and experts 

emerges from what was “traditional” in previous eras. Here we can observe how 

the manoeuvre of the political discourse of the time aimed to impose 

modernisation through structuring large avenues, turning the traditional into the 

deplorable, therefore giving acceptable justification to destroy it and build new 

roads. Films as a tool of cinema address many of these events, and commonly 

reflect the evictions of properties in popular neighbourhoods, as well as the 

demolition of ancient buildings and even manifestations of resistance. Similarly, 

It is at this time that the idea of the centre as a heritage site synonymous with the 

monumental begins to take shape. Due to this, the first reduction of the territory 

is observed (Fig. 5), because large historic territories belonging to popular groups 

are partly destroyed. 

 

2 
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1. The Landscape of the Ruins: In 1980 and 1990 a new landscape emerges 
determined by the dominant power, whose tool is the rules of heritage based on 
supposed historical importance, inclined towards the identification of nation-state 
symbols. Contrasts were no longer determined by scale, rather they become based 
only on the aesthetic, the monumental, where those elements that can be visually 
attractive and therefore restored acquire greater relevance, and as a consequence 
the possibility of becoming lucrative space. In the same way the territory is 
reduced to what is conceived as historical (or rather patrimonializable), establishing 
the two perimeters A and B of what is now theoretically considered a new territory 
of the Historic Centre (Fig. 7.6). These perimeters are not simply imaginary, 
because they are based on a historical map; perimeter A refers to the colonial city 
while perimeter B is the city at the end of the 19th century. However, historical 
maps are forms of representation that generally reflect the interests of power. 
Historically, many areas that do not appear within the perimeters interacted with 
the city from pre-Columbian times because of their proximity, hence their non-
identification in the city plan represents the exclusion of territories. Is it the case 
that the (any) city has real limits? Do we prevent its evolution and extension in 
such a way that we can locate limits? How could governments identify the 
historical extent of the city? This reflects that the city is a fabrication and regularly 
beneficiates the ruling classes.  

 
2. The Landscape of the Recoverable: The landscape that emerges from the 

interviews can be considered a dissolution, creating two historic centres, the 
monumental and the popular, two centres that coexist, overlap and contradict 
each other. The symbolism of supposedly colonial monuments relies on the 
remembrance of the history of the nation, while the symbolism of the popular 
Historic Centre is distinguished by collective memory belonging to the popular 
classes, to people with scarce resources and to informal commerce. It is a 
deteriorated area which, according to the current authorities, has attributes bereft 
of monumentalised aesthetics but, even so, they try to rescue it. This rescue is 
based on the evident damage of the earthquakes, as well as the fact that the 
inhabitants do not appreciate the historic city, and therefore it is neglected. 
Supposed ignorance and lack of culture does not allow the inhabitants to know 
that they inhabit the heritage, and therefore the government has the responsibility 
to recover it. 

  

4 
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Fig. 7.3 Map of the Detected Places of memory During the First Decades of Mexican Cinema 
LH 

Fig. 7.4 Map of the Detected Places of memory During the Decades 40's and 50's of Mexican Cinema 
LH 

Fig. 7.5 Map of Detected Places of memory During the Decades 60's and 70's of Mexican Cinema 
LH 

3.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

  



 475 

Fig. 7.6 Map of the Detected Places of memory During the Decades 80's and 90's of Mexican Cinema
LH

Fig. 7.7 General Map with all the Elements Added from the Mental Maps 
LH 
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In recent decades, various rehabilitation plans, although they have repeatedly rehabilitated 

areas that produce more economic benefits, slowly expanded their diameter of action, 

recovering spaces while threatening those occupied by the allegedly illiterate. Clearly, this 

discourse is based on undermining the image of the inhabitants and street vendors, 

considering them uncultivated. However, where should the inhabitants of old 

neighbourhoods go and what is the place of these popular groups who have been living 

in the same area for decades (if not centuries)? Where should their activities be located? 

Is there a more profane space where they would have a place? 

 

I want to emphasise the fact that the HC is actually physically deteriorated, but that 

programmes and actions to mitigate this are not directed at reinforcing the social fabric 

or simply physical structures. These projects have executed operations displacing old and 

traditional activities. This interest in space for tourism purposes under the rehabilitation 

banner has implications for the meaning of the historic space. Even the inhabitants 

themselves extend the territory of the Historic Centre towards Reforma Avenue and 

Chapultepec (Fig. 7.8). Obviously, these are historical and traditional places as well as 

popular places located in the East and North. For the inhabitants this territory that they 

call the Historic Centre depends on uses and symbolic values. If it holds everyday 

traditional memory, it must include its area of residence (that is, its popular context); if it 

is historical and commemmorative they refer to the first blocks starting from the Zócalo; 

and if it is emblematic and historical, the territory extends beyond the established limits, 

even following the routes of the turibus (tourist bus). The repercussions of such discourse 

are that the historic city is no longer seen as a habitable place and rather presents itself as 

a place simply to visit. 

 

Through this construction of different landscapes, we have observed how the same space 

has gone from being rural to traditional, from traditional to deplorable, from deplorable 

to ruinous, from ruinous to recoverable. Possibly it will be considered traditional again if 

the complete conquest of the territory is effectively accomplished, then we can conclude 

that it is more than evident that space is a resource, and that when the interests of power 

loom over it, they can transform its meaning. We could consider the landscape a tool 

surrendered to the hands of power, but we can also consider the film a tool that allows 

us to show the other landscape, the other side of the city, that of popular groups. 
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Spaces and Transmission: Detecting a Profane Heritage 

Through mapping, films and interviews, it was possible to identify some landscapes 

attributed to this historic city. This identification allowed me to detect a series of places 

with a strong symbolic charge which are considered places of collective memory. This 

answers my research questions, which sought to know the spaces and practices of 

collective memory, as well as their visual and social characteristics. In the same way, 

responding to my concern about its connection to various narratives (official and 

unofficial), I detected two large groups of places of memory: 1. Places of Everyday Life 

and Commerce, and: 2. Places of Power. 

 

A general characteristic of the spaces attributed to popular groups, as opposed to 

institutions of power, is that they are incarnated in typologies and remain in line with 

anonymity within large areas of barrios (popular neighbourhoods). Of course, with some 

exceptions, such as markets or cantinas with an officially recognised name. Spaces of power 

are by their nature specific, so the popular stands out for having a series of shared qualities 

recalling group ways of life. Accordingly, Maurice Halbwachs argues: 
 

The group not only transforms the space into which it has been inserted, but also yields 

and adapts to its physical surroundings. It becomes enclosed within the framework it has 

built. The group’s image of its external milieu and its stable relationships with this 

environment becomes paramount in the idea it forms of itself, permeating every element 

of its consciousness, moderating and governing its evolution. This image of surrounding 

objects shares their inertia. It is the group, not the isolated individual but the individual 

as a group member, that is a subject in this manner to material nature and shares its fixity.  

([1950]1980, p. 130). 

 
Thus, these common landscapes identify the group, and these large barrios certainly 

contain the collective memory of popular groups. Dolores Hayden (1995, p. 9) attributes 

to these places “the power of the place” which she describes as “the power of common 

urban landscapes to nourish the public memory of citizens, to encompass shared time in 

the form of shared territory” (Hayden, 1995, p. 9), so that popular spaces create forms of 

identification with the population. 

 

Public space is a place of collective memory; parks and squares are officially considered 

places of historical memory as in the case of the Historic Centre, the Zócalo and Alameda 
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Park. I will address these later; here I refer to the street and the plaza belonging to popular 

classes, where they live, play, work, discuss, etc.  

 

The public space of popular groups is defined in contrast to the other. In the first years 

in the film city these are visually distinguished by having reduced traffic of vehicles; 

likewise the scale and the proportion of the buildings is smaller compared to modern 

buildings. The daytime environment has a market-like bustle, while at night it is 

distinguished by subdued lighting. The films then suggest the lack of public lighting (and 

therefore of infrastructure), especially in contrast to the large buildings and illuminated 

signs of the buildings, particularly in the 40s and 50s. These shortcomings of 

infrastructure and maintenance are also reflected in its dirt roads and dusty streets that 

serve as a framework for the games and discussions of popular groups. Naturally with the 

passing of the years they acquire a new meaning. The characteristics that made them 

traditional in the ’60s and ’70s make them undesirable, as the dominant classes consider 

them to be promiscuous crime zones. Hence the need to change the physical to evolve 

and be endowed with dignity. While the government acts in its rescuer role by destroying 

the urban fabric of popular groups, the collective memory of the public space and the 

film industry may not let such actions go unnoticed. They encompass such processes and 

denounce the grim plans of government institutions with films such as El Hombre de Papel 

(Rodríguez, 1963) or Tívoli (Isaac, 1975).  

 

Perceptions of public space began to dissolve in the 1980s, with less emphasis on scale, 

creating contrast between the deteriorated urban fabric, scarce in decoration, and 

monumental and highly decorative spaces. In recent decades these visions have been 

reinforced, through what has been worthily recovered (through urban rehabilitation 

programs) and what remains to be recovered from the inhabitant and the popular 

merchant. Does this recovery provide dignity? To whom? 

 

Collective memory in public space works in different directions, not only through general 

physical traits. It is embodied in squares, buildings, practices and even elements of 

infrastructure that create milestones for neighbourhoods, as Kevin Lynch (1974) 

considered. Hence the Romita Square which the teenagers of Los Olvidados (Buñuel, 1951) 

and their community use for different purposes, with an emphasis on the small church of 



 479 

San Francisco Xavier. Also, Garibaldi Square, which from its first appearance in the 1930s 

into the 1980s becomes a symbol of celebration and popular entertainment.  

 

According to the interviews, currently Garibaldi Square is an ambiguous place. While they 

recognise its popular value, they consider it to be a place of violence; at the same time it 

is a focus of tourist entertainment, disconnected from its context. Obviously, this 

contradiction arises from the rehabilitation actions carried out in 2010, where external 

factors diverge from traditional practices. That is, Garibaldi has been subject to an 

intentional erasure. 

 

The church of Santo Domingo is also distinguished in the films by its facades and portals 

surrounding the square, as well as by the life that the students and the street vendors used 

to give it. Today it is a battleground between monumentality and popular practices such 

as street vending or falsification of documents. 

 

Markets are highly loaded with significance; the market and the name of the barrio is the 

same, meaning that the market and its inhabitants are practically indivisible, losing the 

limit between the neighbourhood and the element that represents them. This is the case 

of La Lagunilla or La Merced. 

 

The Nonoalco Bridge is also emblematic in the films. It seems to divide space into 

hierarchies: above it are the wealthy classes, abandoning the poor classes to oblivion under 

the bridge. The bridge signifies an interruption that disturbs, along with the train, the 

tranquillity of its inhabitants, and disrupts an older urban fabric. At the same time the 

bridge shelters under it a space for the meeting of popular groups. However, interviewees 

did not mention the bridge, probably because of the destruction of this barrio in the 

1960s.  

 

These landmarks of popular groups are readable and easily identifiable spaces, not in all 

cases because of their monumental characteristics, rather because they are common 

spaces accessible to the population; places of popular practices such as sales in the public 

space or simply coexistence. 
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Accordingly, commerce and work on the street also becomes a place of memory. Where 

traders through their activities appropriate streets and squares with the use of daily 

practices and ephemeral architectures such as sombras, barracas and sales baskets, as well as 

their current version of semi-fixed stalls, fixed stalls and mobile carts, street vendors, 

social practices and their ephemeral architectures are present in all eras of history. The 

latter maintain the same constructive principle while their materials change, evolve and 

modernise. They are present in the history of the city since Tenochtitlán, and during 

colonial times they become gradually undesirable actors. At the beginning of the 20th 

century, waves of migration increase and monopolise the neighbourhoods of the city, and 

because of their magnitude, they are seen as “plagues.” Even more so given that in the 

1980s and ’90s their persecution continues. Despite the fact that street vendors, because 

of their historicity, could be considered an intrinsic part of the territory, they are 

persecuted because they are seen as desecrating historical spaces; it is clear that their way 

of occupying space often damages the structure of buildings. Yet under current pressures, 

vendors struggle to maintain their territory and their architectures become a necessary 

tactic. 

 

Other characters of the public street appear: Papelerito, Organillero and Boleros. Street 

children practically disappear, due to the prohibition of child labour. However, they are 

still present, as in the vicinity of the Ciudadela. The Organillero and Boleros are given space, 

but their practices are formalised and regulated; they are consigned to restricted spaces 

and even wear uniforms. Prostitution is suggested in cinema; the night comes and sex 

workers appropriate the centre, acquiring a leading role associated with specific areas, 

Vizcaínas, Garibaldi and La Merced. This last area was underlined and marked by the 

interviewees as a space where the day market and night prostitution coexist. 

 

The vecindad emerges as a simultaneously intimate and public space, with a subtle line 

between the exterior and the interior. Entrances and courtyards are the central point of 

encounters, for parties and conviviality. However, the courtyards as well as intimate public 

space become places of discussion, where family or personal problems are part of the 

whole community. Its spaces are also structured according to social situations. The films 

and interviews suggest that the spaces of the facades were occupied by workshops and 

stores. Film scriptwriters attribute ‘bad’ women to the top levels of these old houses, 

especially during the 1940s and ’50s. However, the vecindad begins to fade in the 1980s, as 
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the earthquake and its deterioration only leaves room for those who have no other resort, 

“the survivors” who struggle to maintain their space. 

 

The cabarets and the cantina represent the nightlife of the city. Although there are usually 

two different spaces, at the beginning of the century there were also the so-called cabarets-

cantina. Even in the 1940s and ’50s it was possible to observe some that fulfilled those 

characteristics. The architectural elements that give identity to the cantinas both in the 

films and in the interviews are the doors and the interior bars. These spaces were 

essentially used by men, although in 1982 women were allowed to enter. The cabaret, by 

contrast, is a space for dancing and women, where women become ficheras and taloneras, 

touching on the dynamics of prostitution. However, in the films, mainly cabareteras during 

the 1940s and ’50s, a ritual is insinuated. The women would follow an established protocol 

for convincing their client to have few drinks with them, since their payment was 

according to the number of drinks of their clients.  they have to engage in dancing and 

performing shows. In the 1940s and ’50s, the show was an essential part of these places 

of memory, with musical groups and artists entertaining the public. Their facades are 

usually distinguished by their luminosity, and their exterior signs had different and creative 

names. Thus the cinema also used existing venues such as Salón México, Salón Tenampan, 

or Club Verde to refer to the famous nightlife of those years. Persecution on the part of 

the government of said places begins in the 1950s, closing several establishments, 

restricting schedules and practices. For this reason, it is common that in the 1960s and 

’70s there is a perception of decline. Eventually they acquire spectacular visual features 

such as the inclusion of coloured luminaries and show costumes, some of them featuring 

nudity. However, this was part of the broader culture in the 1980s. While the cantina 

continues to be a point of reference for popular cultures, the original cabaret seems to 

only exist in memory. 

 

The markets are spatial reference points as landmarks of the barrios. In them various 

popular groups coexist, visitors amid the existing market community. The cinema 

highlights three markets: La Merced, La Lagunilla and San Juan. La Merced is characterised 

by a diversity of products, La Lagunilla as a space for restaurants and sales of second-hand 

goods, and San Juan as a space for food. Moreover, their architectures are diverse. While 

some are from the colonial period, in others, like those of La Lagunilla, the films highlight 

the iron roofs and wooden structure. San Juan instead focuses on the crowd and its 
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extension beyond the defined property. For the interviewees these places were important 

for their community and traditional signification. Similar to the films, they identified a 

relationship between the products and the market. Again, the importance of La Merced is 

that it is used as the main supplier market; La Laugnilla is identified with buying and selling 

second-hand pieces, and San Juan is known for its specialisation in (gourmet) food. An 

important market in the interviews is the Abelardo Market, where interviewees noted a 

sense of community, but also stressed its architectural importance, especially the mural 

paintings and the building itself.  

 

The café de Chinos emerges as a space of coexistence for popular groups, reflecting the 

multiculturalism that began to take shape at the beginning of the 20th century. It involves 

a French bakery, taken by the Chinese and modified for Mexican culture, with low prices 

suiting the Mexican popular classes. Although this structure seems to stop being a point 

of reference for the interviewees, there are still some important cafés in the territory in 

which the essence remains (such as the Café El Popular). However, these have practically 

disappeared. Nonetheless, the importance of the presence of this Asian community is still 

part of the memory of the Historic Centre through the so-called Barrio Chino, 

distinguishable by its restaurants and shops. 

 

The Baños Públicos emerged from the need of the people that inhabited the vecindad, as 

most of these buildings did not have a shower, therefore inhabitants used the public baths. 

It was a space combining necessity and entertainment; they also had gyms for training in 

boxing. As I stressed, their use has declined, usually linked from the 1960s–’90s with 

homosexual activity. Today they continue to function beyond being used for showers, 

remaining places for relaxation, but they are in the process of extinction. Their memory 

is still alive and they continue to function as spatial referents in the streets. 

 

All the spaces mentioned above are elements of the city manufacture; their physical and 

social qualities allow them to establish a long line of time, i.e. they are transmissible, like 

any other monument. They become referents for popular groups, collectively established 

and collectively remembered places, spaces of collective memory, spaces of popular 

memory. Embattled spaces desecrate and threaten the solemn heritage of the Historic 

Centre; however, they are spaces full of mnemonic charge, distinguishable and inherited. 

They are a “Profane Heritage”. 
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Furthermore, places of memory referring to power structures arise through two large 

groups of buildings, the Zócalo and its surrounding buildings, and the Alameda, on the 

other hand, and its nearby buildings. 

 

The Zócalo and the buildings surrounding it maintains its pre-eminence through the years. 

Its architectures are symbols of state power, religious and commercial. The cathedral is 

the building most mentioned in the films and in the interviews. The symbolic importance 

of its belfry, dome and facade decoration are the object of attraction in both cases. While 

the power of the National Palace is still present, above all, its importance is fixed to the 

balcony and the bell for the celebration of September 15, the day of Mexican 

independence. The government buildings are connected with this space, with architectural 

importance placed on its arches. The arches also serve to identify the old Portal de 

Mercaderes.  

 

In the cinematographic city, the Zócalo changes through the years. Initially the directors 

highlighted the importance of the park, while already in the 1950s when it acquires its 

austere form; the emphasis has moved to the crowd and traffic congestion. In the 1960s 

and ’70s it represents a form of challenging power, using the immersion of a prostitute in 

a night scene, or the arrival of a demonstration. In the ’80s it acquired a more touristy or 

contemplative image, which is currently supported not only by the tourist sights but also 

by the cultural activities inside it. 

 

The Alameda, Bellas Artes and the Torre Latinoamericana are synonymous with modernity. It 

is no surprise that Juárez avenue and Eje Central become relevant in the films, showing 

streets full of traffic jams. Bellas Artes’ columns are regularly highlighted, and its dome and 

architectural beauty, although appearing briefly in the films, is underlined by the 

predominant use of aerial and/or head-on shots. Other buildings appear, especially in the 

1940s, when the excessive use of windows is the perfect backdrop for the economic 

power of the Mexican government and private institutions, in which the Torre 

Latinoamericana stands out as a symbol of modernity when attention is at its height, its 

slender shape symbolising well-being and hope. This symbol is still present even for 

current interviewees, despite breaking the now-protected urban fabric; it peculiarly stands 

out as a symbol of the Historic Centre. 
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The university was important for the Centre from the beginning of the 20th century, when 

students lived throughout the downtown streets. Emblematic buildings are highlighted, 

such as the rectory, San Idelfonso, the School of Medicine and its typical façade, the Academia 

de San Carlos and its cloister, monuments and sculptures and its glazed roof and columns. 

The Escuela de Jurisprudencia, with its façade and its students, mobilised to claim public 

actions. Now there are only traces of its buildings occupied by the government, museums 

and even offices of the university. Of that life there are traces, like the Casa del Estudiante, 

a small house located in the middle of the chaos of street vendors, forgotten by some but 

struggling to maintain its space, including its entrance.  

 

The museum, as an institution promoting the memory and history of the nation, is present 

in the early years of cinema, especially referring to the origins of the city, the great 

Tenochtitlan. Although other monuments recall different aspects, the El Caballito, the 

monument to the revolution, hemicycle to Juárez and the Angel of Independence. They 

all work more like small ornaments of the city. In films at least, they only have contact 

with the Monument of Revolution with its large square, where there are food stalls, and 

the Diana Cazadora where meaning is challenged by placing underwear in the film Los 

caifanes (Ibáñez, 1967). 

 

Currently the monument and the museum have surpassed the limits of these institutions 

and their sense has moved to certain areas of the city, a touristic city in which importance 

is mainly granted to the memory of colonial times, implemented almost under the slogan 

of a “lost city” that must be recovered, where religious buildings, the government and 

even the aforementioned universities acquire a more relevant role. The memory of 

Tenochtitlán is still in operation in the main temple and through archaeological sales and 

monuments, and in its daily form, through the government infrastructure works. 

However, the territory begins to be perceived as a museum city; some interviewees 

practically delineated a tourist map in their mental maps. The local population makes use 

of these historic spaces, but as consumers of a “memorable environment” instead of 

collective memory producers and interpreters. 
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The buildings of the Catholic Church appear in the films as a place of refuge. They always 

appear in a context of despair and repentance, such as the church of Regina Coeli in Cada 

quien con su vida (Bracho, 1960). That is to say, under tribulation, the church emerges as an 

institution that returns to impose itself as a place of salvation. This persistence also 

identifies churches as places of reference in the life of the communities surrounding them. 

Their façades and domes acquire relevance, but especially their doors as a point of 

communication between humanity and the supreme being. In the films, on rare occasions, 

their interior is captured. Currently, catholic church buildings continue to be reference 

points, with interviewees giving importance to their customs and memories. While the 

number of parishioners has dropped, there are practices that continue to build a sense of 

community, such as the Stations of the Cross walks during Easter. 

 

One of the interests of my research was to determine the transmission capacity of 

collective memory, and as I have mentioned, there is a correspondence between the places 

detected in the films and those indicated by the interviewees, which confirms that both 

the world represented by the films and the concrete world are a fabrication, but a 

transmissible one. Even their social and physical characteristics are in most cases the same 

in both sources of information.  

 

Obviously, there is a social transformation in the perception and connection of the places 

of memory within the context of the city (framed by the landscapes previously indicated). 

But even more important is the fact that there is a “Profane Heritage”, places of collective 

memory that are still active, but that are denied, rejected or threatened by power 

structures. Some of them have practically disappeared, but places as a temporary 

construction do not simply reflect history or, with their possible disappearance become 

eradicated; rather they are always impregnated with multiple temporalities. Under the 

threat of erasure or oblivion, they always have the capacity to resist. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 486 

Resistant Collective Memory or Collective Memory for 

Resistance? 

As I have mentioned throughout this thesis, the territory of the Historic Centre has been 

the subject of several urban and architectural projects throughout history. One of the 

interests of this research was to understand the capacity of resistance to oppose the 

violence of urbanisation. 

 

This violence of urbanisation can be detected through different “recovery” projects 

implemented in the Historic Centre of Mexico City. In recent decades, these projects aim 

to impose dogmatic legitimisations based on the “monumental and stately” history of the 

territory, a practice of aesthetic order whose objective is to renew space to control and 

redistribute it as best suits the interests of the hegemonic power. However, in places not 

yet renovated or not completely renovated, opaque places, popular groups have the 

opportunity to oppose assimilation (Certeau, [1984] 2008, p. 18)  

 

The results of this investigation show that opposition to dominant forces is structured by 

three essential components: collective memory, resistance, and space itself. By contrast, 

dominant forces threaten to erase the spaces of popular groups, and are supported by 

three components: time as a period of action, spatial transformation as materiality of 

action, and discourse as a means of action. 

 

Opposition to power structures is implemented through two mechanisms: firstly, the 

materiality of collective memory, that is, the place as the embodiment of collective 

memory. It is resistant to time and transformations, and materialises through physical and 

social traces, or “Resistant Memory.” Secondly, the collective memory place is used as a 

way to articulate resistance while defending the space where it has taken physical form or 

“Memory to Resist.” The second class can even lean on the first, since the first can come 

from old resistance. These two resistance mechanisms are executed through three types 

of devices: permanencies, nostalgia and subalternate memories. These devices work 

independently as a whole. 

 

 



 487 

 
Fig. 7.8 Scheme of Power and Resistance 
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The permanencies are physical factors and constant social practices over time. These 

containers favour intrinsic memorisation, spontaneously connected with the place, since 

memory is naturally supported by the place (Casey, 2000, pp. 186–187 in Farrar, 2011, 

p. 724). Permanencies sustain the “Resistant Memory”, facilitating later modifications and 

spatial transformations, characterised through their physical and social features. They are 

a signal that remains in the tissues of the city after following the wound of urbanisation, 

meaning that its shape can be understood as an “Urban Scar” (Herrera, Graezer Bideau, 

& Pedrazzini, 2017). This reading was possible in the permanent identification of the 

Northeast area with Tepito. Although today they are two institutionally separate entities 

belonging to different Colonias, the first Colonia Centro and the second Colonia Morelos, the 

area is still identified as a single territory. Despite the fact that traces of the urbanisation 

physically destroyed the relationship with Tepito through the demolition of its buildings 

and the construction of a large road, factors such as the memory of sale items, such as 

shoes, allow them to maintain their connection with Tepito. However, the introduction of 

this road remains in the urban fabric as a scar affecting the composition of space and its 

identity within a wider space; as components of the Centre, they themselves are 

considered to belong to the “outskirts”. 

 

The interviewees also coincide on the importance of the almost mythical Maracaná (Place 

that houses multiple sports) as a symbolic object of the barrio. This landmark is located in 

Tepito, but has importance as a training place that produced famous boxers. This space is 

also formed from banal objects where collective memory is incarnated, i.e. a “Profane 

Heritage”. This site allowed them to bond with Tepito again, corresponding to Sébastien 

Marot’s (2006) claim that what exists in a moment in the psychic world never disappears, 

even the social relations that are maintained—even their ephemeral passage in time—

with space. But even more important is the capacity of this resistant memory to challenge 

the spatial attributions of urban management plans, which are used to impose (new or 

other) identities on spaces. 

 

The combination of physical and social permanencies also takes place in the same stalls 

of street vendors through habitual memory, i.e. a preformative social memory built 

through repetition, requiring bodily automatism (Connerton, 1989, p. 5). Its remains are 

not related to an immutable spatial location, since paradoxically, it is their continuous 

(historic) mobilisation in the area that allows them to execute survival tactics in the 
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territory. The habit of memory allows them to build their moving stalls, structured 

through a collective memory ritual, while their spatial practices go back historically to 

Tenochtitlan. These constructions considered “Ephemeral Architectures” evolve as 

materially throughout history as itis possible to observe, thanks to visual methods. The 

stalls of street vendors are built and destroyed, daily or periodically, but they always leave 

their mark on the space. Their positions are structured with vertical and horizontal 

elements that allow them to build and protect the stall, while defining their spatial 

appropriation. The umbrella’s shape defines the limits of appropriation, either by its 

shadow or as a spatial stake (defining starting or ending point). The colour of the umbrella 

represents the appropriation of a space by a certain group or leader and finally the entire 

structure of posts as a set of appropriation of space. This triple appropriation is thanks to 

ephemeral architectures and the negotiations of street vendors’ leaders with government 

entities, among other activities. This seemingly “chaotic and disorganised” network of 

street stalls is part of resistance actions, where the collective memory plays an important 

role both as a physical and social device to support its resistance. This memory lives on, 

rooted in a subaltern memory, that is, an alternate and subterranean memory, where the 

vendors identify themselves with the old market of Tenochtitlan, while the official story 

accuses them almost of being an urban disease. However, this group refers to a form of 

inheritance, since learning to be a street vendor requires transmission of knowledge. That 

is to say, this is “Memory to Resist” and despite their ephemeral architecture—which 

comes to feel permanent due to their continuous repetition—ironically, they are 

“Resistant Memory.” 

 

Physical permanencies become essential artifacts when resisting, as much tactic as 

symbolism, including the ruinous or deteriorated state of some buildings. In the case of 

vecindades especially, these ruinous structures protect the inhabitants, allowing them to 

persist. Is surviving a form of resistance? Survival involves using tactics against a threat, 

implying a conscious act of hiding and revealing yourself when necessary. It is a form of 

underground resistance. In the case of the vecindades, it emerges when they are endangered 

by private entities (even street vendors) who wish to appropriate the properties, thus the 

inhabitants use the barricade as an element to openly demonstrate their struggle. 

However, they are “Symbolic Barricades”, with nostalgia embodied in their very 

manufacture, built with intimate elements (clothes, furniture, toys, etc.) of the vecindades 

that reflect their former tenants. In this case nostalgia is used as an emblem for 



 490 

approaching the past, not only the loss of their home. The nostalgia embodied in the 

objects allows them to reveal themselves as part of this tactic for moving into the open 

fields, while hiding the buildings in a deteriorated form, so the inhabitant is able to 

maintain the power of the spatial resource, their home. 

 

Nostalgia is also conceptualised in memory; the inhabitants narrated their experiences and 

specified the social-spatial organisation of different places, such as vecindades, cantinas and 

baños públicos. This nostalgia was not simply loss, lack and the desire to return to a previous 

state or an idealised past. Memories allowed them to recognise their past. In opposition 

to power they are the negative of an analogue picture, undermining the linear narratives 

imposed by history. These spaces of popular groups regularly are seen by the ruling classes 

and official history as lacking collective memory and as inappropriate to historical value. 

In the case of vecindades this typology is regularly seen as the destruction “of the colonial 

palaces.” 

 

Nostalgia then, as a process and project that rejects the present, claims the legitimacy of 

reminiscence for urban narrative (Pan, 2013). Nostalgia in the form of “Urban 

Reminiscence”, makes memory transmission possible, as in the case of vecindades and 

markets, where narratives of the past were shared by several interviewees and were not 

simply personal memories. Even regarding the barrio universitario itself, interviewees made 

reference to practices and places in this old part of the city, it being practically impossible 

that they had lived them, as the neighbourhood began to disappear in the ’50s and none 

of our interviewees exceeded 60 years old. Even if the interviewees had lived in these 

times, the multiplication of memories in circulation are a form of collective memory. 

 

The Abelardo Rodríguez market used that shared past (illusory but real)—or praxis of 

memory as it was called by Paul Ricoeur (1999)—as a base for resistance; this past was 

embedded in  generational presence, as well as in the spatiality of the market and its 

paintings. This collective memory, as well as the memories of other previous resistance 

(failed in the case of the metrobus) and external referents (such as projects from other 

markets) allowed them to join the sellers against architectural and urban renovation by 

refusing market renovation. Collective memory also allowed them to carry out unseen 

actions to undermine power, a “Hidden Transcript” (Scott, 1990) such as undertaking 

repairs of the market behind the government’s back, who usually paid for it—. As I have 
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argued, this could be understood as a simple way to fulfil a need, but also a way to note 

or redeem their power, showing that they have control over their space and can modify 

it, transforming it through the same the power relations inscribed in space. 

 

Thus I identify resistance as a network of conscious and unconscious activities that 

struggle at various levels of hierarchy. They are forms of hidden opposition actions that 

deviate, interrupt, delay and/or hinder hegemonic projects of appropriation of material 

or symbolic resources. However, resistance is not executed simply in a dual network 

between power and resistance; it is structured through different levels of power and 

hierarchy, where diverse actors acquire power and can be both dominant and dominated. 

For example, through different cases we have observed that street vendors can be 

dominated by the government that displaces and controls them, but they can also be 

dominant when they threaten vecindades with the construction of warehouses. 

 

Therefore resistance is not always a movement of direct confrontation; there are subaltern 

forms that mobilise not only as alternates but also underground. They pass unnoticed like 

this before the omnipotent eye of power that wants to impose control, who observes the 

territory as a plane of domination. This domination uses different strategies; for example, 

in the case of Santo Domingo Square, the site is usually represented in official documents 

exalting its physical attributes, the façade of the church and the School of Medicine, as 

well as the Evangelists’ portals and their famous scribes. Its beauty was recognised by the 

interviewees, but also the fact of the falsification of official documents. This memory and 

practices of place are profane, banal and even illegal, but this practice as resistance is not 

always simply aimed at damaging power. In this case it was not a way to damage the new 

aesthetic concepts imposed in the territory, nor to damage the production mechanisms 

of government institutions (although they resist to legality), but rather as a benefit to the 

population. These “Miniscule Practices” of everyday life, memory that materialises in the 

subterranean and alternative strata, are linked to an inherent cunning in popular culture 

that acts as a rumour in society, “tactics” in the sense of Michel de Certeau ([1984] 2008) 

that are strategies of ordinary people without power.  

 

As not all resistance is equal, neither power nor domination are the same objects, nor 

does the threat come in one guise. In the case of the cantina, urban changes produced by 

government plans in recent decades, as opposed to the markets, were seen as benefits for 
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its trade. But the owners refused or resisted change, and refused to be completely part of 

the mercantilist forms that would assimilate them to a modern bar and therefore lose their 

identity. The importance of physical permanencies went beyond simply decorative 

aspects; resistance relies on the spatial elements and practices that made them traditional, 

such as the doors, the bar, the counter-bar, and likewise, the way of drinking (a 

preformative action) in a cantina, being in the standing bar and not using an armchair that 

implied introducing a new object (even if this was more restful for the client), but not 

including it, meant maintaining their identity posture, the traditional corporeality of the 

cantina. The owner similarly opposed acquiring customs that are outside of a traditional 

cantina, such as making reservations, that could as matter of fact represent an economic 

benefit.  

 

This resistance can be understood as hidden resistance disguised within conformist 

actions or postures. However, the permanencies not only resisted strategies of the 

dominant and hegemonic power, the resistance of the collective memory also participates 

in them; for example, the Zócalo whose names illustrate how the memory of physical space 

has the power to overcome its own transformation. The very name Zócalo is a physical 

element alluding to a monument that was never built in the 19th century, or the name 

Plancha for this site, which refers to the lack of old urban furniture of the square, 

disappeared in the 1958 transformations, acquiring its present austere form. 

 

That resistance of the past also creates what in the present work I recognise as 

“Geographic Metonyms.” A metonymy is a “trope that consists in designating something 

with the name of something else taking the effect for the cause or vice versa, the author 

for his works, the sign for the thing that is meaning” (Muñoz Rojas, 2012, p. 10). In this 

case an element that brings another to memory, despite physical traces that no longer 

exist, as in the case of the new glass building located on the Arcos de Belén Avenue, and 

that alluded to the Baños Jordán, or the “Plazota” (the Buenavista Forum) that reminded 

Beatriz of the activity of the railway station. That, as discussed in these examples, could 

be understood as a personal memory, but the larger theory of collective memory is 

concretised in the statue El Caballito, called a little horse, even though it is a big equestrian 

statue from colonial times representing the king Carlos IV on a horse. 
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Fig. 7.9 View of the Main Square of Mexico City in 19th Century 
Humboldt, 1810 

Source: https://www.uni-potsdam.de/romanistik/hin/hin30/garrido.htm 

Fig. 7.10 El Caballito in the Reforma Avenue in the ‘50s 
Villasana-Torres, 1957 

Soruce: https://www.eluniversal.com.mx/articulo/metropoli/cdmx/2016/10/23/cabalga-el-
caballito-en-reforma#imagen-1 

Fig. 7.11 Sculpture El Caballito in front of the Tower El Caballito in Reforma Avenue
Alejandro Linares García, 2011

Source: https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archivo:SculptureTorreCaballito2.jpg
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The old horse was first located at the Zócalo (Fig. 7.9), then occupied the roundabout on 

Reforma avenue (Fig. 7.10) at the junction of Juárez Avenue. Its disappearance is due to the 

fact that the horse was moved to the Manuel Tolsa Square. However, despite the spatial 

transformation, the old presence of this site continues in space, both for a building in the 

area that bears this name El Caballito, as well as with the new construction of another 

statue in the shape of a horse to replace the sense (Fig. 7.11), even when the surrounding 

built environment has changed. Some interviewees marked this new horse as an 

emblematic place on Reforma Avenue. Another example of this resistant collective 

memory is the mythical city of Tenochtitlan that, through the banal tilt of a building, 

recalls the buried city. The clearest example was the building of the Sanctuary of Loreto, 

which undoubtedly has a religious symbolic weight for its community. Its visual 

inclination reminds the interviewees that the city is sinking, and by association, the 

memory of the city of Tenochtitlan emerges from the depths. 

 

The profundity of memory and its relation with space is essential to understanding 

“Resistant Memory” and the “Memory to Resist,” for a single place can be associated 

with multiple places of memory. In the previous case, Loreto, a colonial building, keeps 

alive its own memory, like that of Tenochtitlan, while another example would be the 

School of Medicine, where the memory of the university coexists with that of the 

inquisition. The Mercado Abelardo Rodríguez that appealed to the memory from the 

beginning of the 20th century with its mural paintings of the struggle in the pictorial and 

ideological current of Diego Rivera, while its construction by its walls and cloisters 

appealed to the colonial memory. Both spatial elements live within a framework of the 

communal shared past, which allowed them to build resistance. Thus space and collective 

memory are not simply embodied memory, they are layers of memories that overlap and 

can even contradict each other. However, the present is its activator, and it can always be 

useful for resistance, as a binder, as a base and a resistant memory: psychologically, 

materially, politically and historically.  
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Leaking Collective Memory: Porous City and Covert Resistance 

Space, in film as in the concrete city, is a fabrication, but it is a porous production. Power 

wants to acquire it, but resistance always has the collective memory to fight it. Porosity 

and “thickness of memory” speaks of a sense of place that understands how history and 

memory filter into landscapes, allowing the past to coexist with the present. The urban 

spaces and the daily life of the popular groups can be characterized by this porosity. The 

past seeps into the present through this “Profane Heritage”. 

 

The struggle of popular groups to maintain their spatial resources, identity, customs and 

their own memory leads them to create spatial tactics (Urban Scars, Ephemeral 

Architectures, Minuscule Practices, Symbolic Barricades, Urban Reminiscence, Hidden 

Transcripts and Geographic Metonymy) (Fig. 7.12) to materialize resistance both 

symbolically and physically. Historical spaces cannot and should not be considered a 

simple economic resource. Neither should the historic space be considered a recoverable 

resource (For whom? For what? For what future urban project?). 

 

As an architect aware of the political decisions involved in practising my discipline, 

various layers of memory, porosity and resistance suggest that when we create, preserve 

and evaluate places we should pay more attention to how these places of memory of 

popular groups multiply the possible readings of space and memory, and give less 

attention to the criteria of economic development or monumental authenticity. 

 

If the restorers and curators of monuments usually consider when restoring a work that 

old marks - whatever their origin - reveal their past, why do we as urbanists and architects 

attempt to erase marks inscribed in the built environment by popular groups? 

 

However, “Profane Heritage” is in danger through its own recognition. With the passing 

of years the collective memory gradually acquires interest on the part of dominant 

structures that want to turn it to economic value. 
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Fig. 7.12 Collective Memory Mechanisms 
LH 
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It is no surprise then that old pulquerias, aimed at the most precarious population, have 

now become touristic places completing the “experience of Mexican culture.” Nor would 

it be surprising if, in future years, the traditional market of La Merced houses in its interior 

“Gourmet Restaurants” with the label of “popular market”, as planned by a project that 

was not achieved. On Airbnb meanwhile, it is possible to rent a room to sleep in a 

“traditional vecindad”, not so traditional because I do not think that people well positioned 

economically would be able to live in a few square meters with a few dozen people or 

cope with limited access to a bathroom. 

 

In this context, we have to ask ourselves: What remains popular today? Who has the 

ability to resist? What and where are the future (or present) places of collective memory 

belonging to popular groups? And more importantly, what is the best means of protecting 

the collective memory of popular groups, as well as their spaces and spatial practices? 

These questions and others could lead us to new research directions, especially in a highly 

urban and popular world. 

 

Meanwhile, for those holders of collective memory going extinct to avoid “branding”, 

there is nothing left but resistance, hidden resistance, underground resistance, acting in 

miniscule ways, moving in opaque zones and revealing themselves, yes, revealing 

themselves when necessary, when the only option is to build barricades, whatever they 

are symbolic or imaginary, but barricades to protect their own and not allow memories to 

be overrun by political or economic power. If this power sought to seize the territory by 

erasing and annihilating traces of popular memory, it seems that material sacrifices are 

not enough; they intend to seize the intimate, the collective memory of groups with fewer 

resources. 

 

Was material space not enough? 

HOWEVER, MEMORY CANNOT BE CONQUERED. POWER MIGHT USE 

MEMORIES, BUT MEMORY WILL NOT BE STOLEN, MEMORY IS BUILT, 

LIVES AND IF NECESSARY SURVIVES IN THE SUBTERRANEAN. 

RESISTANCE IS NOT FUTILE.  
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9.B.1 Alameda Sur Area 
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