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logical ideas. Cities were also key nodes in a regional set- 
ting where cosmological &ncepts integrated agriculture, 
landscape, human society, and the supernatural into a co- 
herent cultural model. This approach, associated most 
strongly with the work of David Carrasco, Alfred L6pez 
Austin, and Johanna Broda, has been most successful 
when archaeological remains can be interpreted using 
information on beliefs and myths from ethnohistory (e.g., 
Carrasco and Eduardo Matos's work at the Templo 
Mayor of Tenochtitlan) or glyphic inscriptions (e.g., Car- 
olyn Tate's study of Yaxchiltin). Anthony Aveni's research 
on the astronomical influences on building alignments is 
closely aligned with the cosmovision approach. 

The built-environment approach applies insights from 
architectural design theory and environmental psychol- 
ogy to examine the dynamic interaction between human 
behavior and architecture. People plan and construct 
buildings to achieve certain ends, but once they are built, 
structures and cities influence behavior and perceptions 
by channeling the flow of people and providing clear vi- 
sual signals about boundaries, interactions, and appro- 
priate behavior. A number of common features of Meso- 
american cities, such as imposing pyramids flanking 
large plazas and broad ceremonial avenues, can be inter- 
preted as efforts by rulers to impose a political ideology 
on the people who inhabit and visit the cities. This is a 
new approach for Mesoamerica that has great potential 
for unlocking aspects of the meaning of ancient cities 
from material remains alone, and unlike the cosmovision 
approach, the built-environment approach does not re- 
quire written documentation of the specific content of 
ancient religious beliefs. 

Features of Mesoamerican Cities and Towns. Urban 
settlements in Mesoamerica varied greatly in terms of 
their size, social composition, economic institutions, ad- 
ministrative role, and religious institutions. Nevertheless, 
a basic pattern of urban planning is found in most cities 
and towns. 

Size. In most regions of Mesoamerica, a single city 
stood out as much larger than all others; this is referred 
to as a primate city-size pattern. For example, in the Clas- 
sic-period PetCn Maya area, Tikal had a population of 
40,000 to 60,000, whereas most centers had fewer than 
8,000 inhabitants. This situation was typical of many of 
the best-known Mesoamerican cities, such as Mirador, 
ChichCn Itz8, El Tajin, Monte Albtin, Xochicalco, Teoti- 
huacan, Tula, Tenochtitlan, and Tzintzuntzan. These 
large primate cities were not at all typical of the sizes of 
urban centers in their region, most of which were much 
smaller. Aztec central Mexico provides a well-docu- 
mented example. Tenochtitlan stood out with 200,000 in- 
habitants, but the average population of city-state capi- 
tals (the most common Aztec urban form) was 9,000 in 

the Basin of Mexico and 3,000 in Morelos; the second- 
largest Aztec city, Tetzcoco, had 25,000 inhabitants. 

Just as Mesoamerican cities varied greatly in their 
number of inhabitants, they also varied widely in their 
population densities (number of inhabitants per square 
kilometer). Tenochtitlan, a grid-plan city on land re- 
claimed from a swamp, had one of the densest popula- 
tions (15,000 per square kilometer). Most central Mexican 
cities, including Teotihuacan, Tula, and Aztec nonimpe- 
rial cities, had population densities between 5,000 and 
7,500 persons per square kilometer. In contrast, the in- 
habitants of Classic Maya cities in the PetCn were far 
more dispersed; Tikal's population density was around 
500 per square kilometer. The highland Maya city of Co- 
p8n had a. small but compact urban core comparable in 
density to central Mexican cities. 

Social composition. Cities were settlements with di- 
verse social compositions. Representatives of most of the 
social categories that existed in any given Mesoamerican 
civilization could be found in its urban settlements. 
Mesoamerican civilizations exhibited class stratification, 
and their cities contained the residences of both elites 
and commoners. Kings usually had their major residence 
in a capital city, and other members of the elite typically 
lived there too. In some cities, elite residences were con- 
centrated in the downtown area, whereas in other cases 
wealthy houses were more widely dispersed throughout 
the city. Elites were not necessarily limited to cities, how- 
ever; rural elite compounds have been identified among 
both the Aztec and the Maya. 

The bulk of the urban population were commoners, 
and in many cases these urbanites were farmers, cultivat- 
ing urban garden plots andlor exterior fields. Because 
cities were centers for economic, political, and religious 
activities, many occupational specialists were urbanites. 
Artisans, merchants, bureaucrats, scribes, priests, and 
other specialists were found in most Mesoamerican 
cities, although in varying numbers depending on the size 
of the city and its functional orientation. Many Meso- 
american cities also had more than one ethnic or cultural 
group. 

Economic institutions. Mesoamerican cities varied 
widely in the degree and nature of urban economic activi- 
ties. Some cities had large-scale craft industries (e.g., 
Colha, Matacapan, Teotihuacan), but this was probably 
the exception rather than the rule. Craft specialization in 
Mesoamerica was more typically organized at the level of 
the household, and specialists, both full-time and part- 
time, worked out of their homes. The extent to which 
goods were manufactured in urban versus rural locations 
is currently a topic of research and debate. It appears that 
many Mesoamerican cities, including those of the Classic 
Maya, witnessed only limited production of utilitarian 
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goods, whereas artisans producing luxury items for the 
elite were more common. o n  the other hand, extensive 
utilitarian craft specialization took place in some cities, 
such as Tenochtitlan, Otumba, Teotihuacan, Matacapan, 
and Tzintzuntzan. In these cities, specialists tended to be 
concentrated in wards or neighborhoods. 

At the time of the Spanish conquest, marketplaces were 
prominent features in most Mesoamerican cities, reflect- 
ing the importance of commerce. For earlier periods, ar- 
chaeologists have not been able to identify marketplaces, 
and the importance of commerce and markets is the sub- 
ject of debate. Cities were certainly the focal points of 
Mesoamerican long-distance exchange networks, wheth- 
er the exchange was commercially oriented, state con- 
trolled, or organized in some other fashion. 

One interesting feature of Mesoamerican cities is that 
many of the residents were farmers. In large, densely 
populated cities like Teotihuacan and Mayapan, urban 
farmers had to walk out to their fields beyond the city. 
In less densely settled cities, commoners cultivated 
gardens and fields inside the city itself. This is probably 
a major reason for the very low population density in Ti- 
kal and other Maya cities. Research at Sayil in the Puuc 
region has uncovered chemical evidence for the use of 
fertilized intensive garden plots adjacent to residences, 
and agricultural tekaces are found within Aztec towns 
located in hilly settings. Despite the presence of farming 
within their boundaries, these settlements are considered 
"urban" in the functional perspective if they were the set- 
ting for central activities and institutions for a larger 
area. 

Administrative role. Most Mesoamerican cities were 
political capitals. Royal palaces typically were among the 
largest buildings in a city (along with temples), and they 
were the setting not only for administration and rule but 
also for economic, religious, and social activities. The pal- 
ace was usually at the center of the city, and its size and 
grandeur proclaimed the greatness and power of the 
ruler. Indigenous views of the nature of cities, as recon- 
structed from Aztec texts, emphasized the royal palace as 
the key institution, the presence of which qualified a set- 
tlement as a city. 

This emphasis on the grandeur of the palace and the 
greatness of the ruler was not found in all Mesoamerican 
cities, however; Teotihuacan was a notable exception. 
There is no obvious palace at the site, and individual rul- 
ers were not glorified as they were among the Maya and 
many other Mesoamerican cultures. Although the govern- 
ment of Teotihuacan was different from most Mesoamer- 
ican states, its rulers were able to control a powerful em- 

I pire in central Mexico. Another political role of some 
cities was their function as fortresses. This was most 
common during periods of warfare and balkanization 

(such as after the Fall of Teotihuacan in central Mexico) 
and along the boundaries of empires (such as the Aztec/ 
Tarascan imperial frontier). In these cases, cities were of- 
ten located on defensible hilltops, ringed with walls and 
ditches. 

Religious institutions. The most impressive buildings 
in Mesoamerican cities were the pyramid-temples of the 
state religion. The largest of these monuments were usu- 
ally located in the center of the city, near the royal palace, 
and in most cities many additional smaller pyramids 
could be found throughout the urban zone. A variety of 
rituals and ceremonies were conducted by priests at the 
temples, including human sacrifices. Pyramid-temples 
were usually associated with open public plazas that were 
used in ceremonies, either for ritual acts or for 
crowds to gather to watch ceremonies atop the pyramids. 
Ballcourts were another form of urban religious architec- 
ture found in many cities. The Aztec and other cultures 
at the 'time of the Conquest had professional priests who 
lived in religious compounds near the temples. Meso- 
american priests engaged in astronomical observations, 
and the knowledge gained from this activity was put to 
work in the placement and orientation of buildings and 
even whole cities. This practice was done by rulers to 
achieve a harmony between their city and the cosmos, 
and it illustrates the close links that existed between poli- 
tics and religion in ancient Mesoamerica. 

Urban centers were sacred places. In addition to con- 
ducting ceremonies at the temples and in their com- 
pounds, priests often participated in processions through- 
out the city and conducted rituals at various shrines and 
holy places (such as caves) both within and outside cities. 
The commoners in Mesoamerican cities also conducted 
their own rituals in their homes. 

Urban planning. An ancient and fundamental pattern 
of urban planning informed the layout of most Meso- 
american cities and towns. The central areas were care- 
fully planned and laid out according to religious and po- 
litical principles, whereas the surrounding residential 
zones were unplanned and lacked an overall organizing 
theme. The pyramids, palaces, ballcourts, and plazas 
found in the urban core were integrated into a coherent 
architectural and spatial unit through a combination of 
common compass orientations and the use of walls and 
passageways. This arrangement was often dictated by re- 
ligious ideas, both astronomical and mythological. The 
imposing Templo Mayor pyramid at the center of Aztec 
Tenochtitlan, for example, was aligned with the course of 
the sun across the sky, and it was viewed as an architec- 
tural manifestation of a sacred place (Coatepec, or ser- 
pent mountain) from Aztec mythology. 

The central ceremonial plazas of most cities were large 
open spaces flanked by tall pyramids. When people gath- 
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ered in the plaza to witness ceremonies or for other busi- 
ness, they could not help 'but be impressed by the monu- 
mental buildings that towered over the plaza. This 
pyramid-plaza arrangement, replicated at a smaller scale 
in other parts of the city, was a component of urban plan- 
ning whose political message accompanied its overt reli- 
gious symbolism. The central urban zone showed off the 
magnificence of the city's ruler and elites, and the massed 
architecture was a material manifestation of their power 
and control over the labor of their subjects. Outside of 
the central urban core, the residential zones in Meso- 
american cities generally lacked overall planning and or- 
ganization. Houses were often built in compounds or pa- 
tio groups, but the locations and layout of these groups 
do not appear to have been coordinated. 

Although this pattern of urban planning was wide- 
spread in Mesoamerica, not all cities conformed to it. 
One alternative arrangement was the central Mexican im- 
perial capital pattern. Teotihuacan, the first large city and 
the earliest imperial capital in highland central Mexico, 
shows a high degree of centralized planning over the en- 
tire city. All buildings followed a common grid that was 
aligned with a central ceremonial avenue, the "Street of 
the Dead." The grid was established early in the city's his- 
tory as a symbol of power by the city's rulers. The eco- 
nomic and symbolic influences of Teotihuacan were felt 
throughout Mesoamerica, and the city was probably 
known as Tollan (place of reeds), a label meaning sacred 
metropolis. The later Toltec rulers of Tula adopted the 
name Tollan for their city, and they established a grid 
layout modeled after Teotihuacan. When the Mexica 
Aztec came to power in the fifteenth century, they trans- 
formed Tenochtitlan from a small city into an imperial 
capital using their knowledge of the ancient capitals of 
Teotihuacan and Tula. These three large urban centers 
exhibited a distinctive pattern of urban planning that was 
a modification of the older Mesoamerican principles de- 
scribed above. 

Conclusion. Because cities contained many of the key 
social institutions of past civilizations, they provide a cru- 
cial window into life and culture in ancient Mesoamerica. 
Mesoamerican urban centers shared a number of distinc- 
tive features. Most cities and towns were small settle- 
ments laid out around a carefully planned central urban 
core zone consisting of monumental architecture. The 
nature of this architecture-temple-pyramids, palaces, 
plazas, and ballcourts-identifies the fundamental fea- 
tures of most cities as political and religious institutions. 
Although Richard Fox's concept of the regal-ritual city is 
therefore an apt characterization of many Mesoamerican 
urban centers, there was considerable variation within 
the overall pattern, and not all cities fit the model. The 
central Mexican imperial capitals of Teotihuacan and Te- 

nochtitlan, for example, were large, dense cities whose 
administrative and economic functions were more prom- 
inent than can be predicted by the regal-ritual model. 
Mesoamerican urbanization was thus a complex and 
multifaceted phenomenon. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Aveni, Anthony, and Horst Hartung. Maya City Planning and the Cal- 

endar. Transactions 76, pt. 7. Philadelphia. American Philosophi- 
cal Society, 1987. Analysis of the role of calendrics and astronomy 
in city planning and site layout. 

Blanton, Richard E. "The Rise of Cities." In Archaeology, edited by 
Jeremy A. Sabloff, pp. 392-400. Handbook of Middle American In- 
dians, supplement, vol. 1. Austin, Tex., 1981. Early application of 
the functional approach to the problem of the origin of cities. 

Blanton, Richard E., Stephen A. Kowalewski, Gary M. Feinman, and 
Laura M. Finsten. Ancient Mesoamerica: A Comparison of Change 
in Three Regions. 2d ed. New York, 1993. General treatment of 
cultural evolution in Mesoamerica that emphasizes the expanded 
functional approach to urbanization. 

Broda, Johanna, David Carrasco, and Eduardo Matos Moctezuma. 
The Great Temple of  Tenochtitlan: Center and Periphery in the Aztec 
World. Berkeley, 1987. Descriptions of the Aztec Templo Mayor 
from the cosmovision perspective. 

Carrasco, Davtd. Religions of  Mesoamerica: Cosmovision and Ceremo- 
nial Centers. New York, 1990. Synthetic study of Mesoamerican 
religion, including its effects on cities and city planning. 

Marcus, Joyce. "On the Nature of the Mesoamerican City." In Prehis- 
toric Settlement Pattems: Essays in Honor of Gordon R. Willey, ed- 
ited by Evon Z. Vogt and Richard M. Leventhal, pp. 195-242. Al- 
buquerque, N.M., 1983. Influential application of the expanded 
functional approach to Mesoamerican cities; this is the most ex- 
tensive comparative treatment of Mesoamerican cities to date. 

Pollard, Helen P. Tariacuri's Legacy: The Prehispanic Tarascan State. 
Norman. OMa.. 1993. Includes a detailed analysis of the form and 
function of the Tarascan capital Tzintzuntzan. 

Sabloff, Jeremy A. The Cities of  Ancient Mexico: Reconstmcting a Lost 
World. Rev. ed. New York. 1997. Popular yet scholarly treatment 
of key Mesoamerican cities, including San Lorenzo, Monte AlbPn, 
Teotihuacan, Cerros, Palenque, Uxmal, Tula, and Tenochtitlan. 

Sanders, William T., and Robert S. Santley. "A Tale of Three Cities: 
Energetics and Urbanization in Pre-Hispanic Central Mexico." In 
Prehistoric Settlement Patterns: Essays in Honor of  Gordon R. Wil- 
ley, edited by Evon Z. Vogt and Richard Leventhal, pp. 243-291. 
Albuquerque, N.M., 1983. Explicit application of the ecological a p  
proach to Teotihuacan, Tula, and Tenochtitlan. 

Sanders, William T., and David Webster. "The Mesoamerican Urban 
Tradition.'' American Anthropologist 90 (1988), 521-546. Combines 
the ecological approach with Richard Fox's functional typology to 
identify distinctive characteristics of Mesoamerican urbanism; ex- 
tended treatment of CopPn, Tenochtitlan, and Teotihuacan. 

Sharer, Robert J. The Ancient Maya. 5th ed. Stanford, Calif., 1994. 
Comprehensive and well-illustrated textbook on the Maya; con- 
tains detailed description of cities and urban architecture. 

Smith, Michael E. The Aztecs. Oxford, 1996. Textbook on the Aztec; 
contains discussions of Tenochtitlan and archaeological research 
at smaller Aztec cities. 

Tate, Carolyn E. Yaxchilan: The Design o f  a Maya Ceremonial City. 
Austin, Tex., 1992. Extensively illustrated study of the role of rit- 
ual, art, and dynastic politics in the construction and use of a ma- 
jor Maya city. 

MICHAEL E. SMITH 


