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CITY SIZE IN LATE POSTCLASSIC
MESOAMERICA

MICHAEL E. SMITH

This article assembles archaeological and documentaryevidence on the sizes of cities in Mesoamerica on the
eve of Spanish conquest. Out of several hundred documented Late Postclassic urban centers, eighty-seven
have reliable archaeological data on the area of the total city and/or the area of the central administrative zone
(called the epicenter). The median urban area is 90 hectares (ha), and the median epicenter is 2.0 ha. These
data are analyzed in terms of geographical zone, political type, population size and density, and rank-size
distributions. The results suggest that political and administrative factors were the primary determinants of
city size, with geographical zone having only a minor influence.
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The ancient societies of Mesoamerica—Mexico and northern Central Amer-
ica—are generally acknowledged as urban civilizations, yet our knowledge of
the forms, functions, and meanings of Mesoamerican cities and towns remains
rudimentary. Mesoamericanists have not agreed on definitions of key concepts
like city, town, and urban. General discussions of Mesoamerican urbanism
have focused on a small number of large, atypical cities, avoiding consider-
ation of the far more numerous towns and smaller cities.1 There are useful stud-
ies of urban form within limited Mesoamerican cultural traditions2 as well as
regional studies of major capitals and their immediate hinterlands.3 Systematic
and comprehensive data are scanty, however, limiting progress in understand-
ing the nature and history of urbanism in ancient Mesoamerica. One of the
more popular approaches today—speculative discussions of the possible cos-
mological symbolism of ancient cities—contributes little to our understanding
of the nature of Mesoamerican urbanism.4

The Late Postclassic period (a.d. 1200-1520) was a time of great social and
cultural dynamism throughout Mesoamerica. Populations grew rapidly, city-
states and empires expanded across the landscape, commercial trade reached
new heights, and elites exchanged information, styles, and goods through a
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variety of processes of long-range interaction.5 These processes show a cross-
cultural association with urbanization in early civilizations,6 and it is no sur-
prise that urban centers were numerous and widespread in Mesoamerica at the
time of European conquest. Yet scholarship on Late Postclassic urbanism has
focused heavily on one city—the Aztec imperial capital Tenochtitlan—with
some attention to a few other large cities such as Mayapán and Tzintzuntzan.
Tenochtitlan, the most powerful city in Late Postclassic Mesoamerica, does
enjoy unmatched levels of historical and archaeological documentation.7 But
Tenochtitlan was the least typical city in all of Mesoamerica, and any attempt
to understand Postclassic urbanism and its social context must consider the
many smaller and much more poorly documented cities and towns that thrived
in nearly all parts of Mesoamerica. In this article, I survey available archaeo-
logical evidence on the sizes of Late Postclassic Mesoamerican urban centers.
By presenting a comprehensive and systematic account of a narrow domain, I
hope to contribute to the task of building a body of scholarship on the nature of
urbanism among the ancient civilizations of Mesoamerica.

APPROACHES TO MESOAMERICAN URBANISM

Mesoamericanists have been unable to come up with generally accepted
definitions of city, urbanism, or urbanization. Instead, archaeologists have
engaged in arguments about whether demography or function is more impor-
tant in defining and analyzing ancient cities and towns. William T. Sanders and
his colleagues have presented a consistent argument for a demographic defini-
tion of urbanism. Following the lead of sociologist Louis Wirth, Sanders
defines cities as settlement with large, dense populations and evidence for
social or economic complexity.8 For Sanders, the huge Central Mexican impe-
rial capitals of Teotihuacan (Classic period, a.d. 200-600) and Tenochtitlan
(Late Aztec period, a.d. 1350-1520) represent the “ideal” Mesoamerican
urban forms. The Classic period capitals in the Mayan lowlands are viewed
by Sanders as nonurban ceremonial centers because of their smaller overall
population sizes, lower settlement densities, and lower level of economic
specialization.

Other Mesoamericanists favor a functional definition of urbanism that
defines cities as settlements whose institutions and activities affect a larger
hinterland.9 These and other scholars have been critical of Sanders’s restricted
use of the labels urban and city for only a few of the largest Mesoamerican
sites.10 The impressive Classic Mayan sites, with their towering pyramids and
newly deciphered hieroglyphic inscriptions, were clearly political capitals,11

and thus from a functional perspective, they qualify as urban settlements.
In one paper, Sanders and Webster adopted several themes from Richard G.
Fox’s functional approach to preindustrial cities and suggested that the larg-
est Mayan capitals—notably, Tikal and Copán—could be considered urban
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settlements.12 More recently, however, these scholars changed their minds,
arguing that the Mayan settlements are better off not classified as urban.13

Although I favor a functional definition of urbanism,14 my purpose here is to
present data on urban size that will increase understanding of both the func-
tional and demographic characteristics of Postclassic Mesoamerican cities
and towns.

METHODS AND SAMPLE

My sample consists of all Late Postclassic urban-type settlements that have
published data on urban form. I use a heuristic definition of “urban-type” set-
tlement as an archaeological site 10 hectares (ha) or larger in area that has
more than one public building (stone structures such as pyramids, palaces, ball
courts, and the like). The data presented here were generated as part of a
larger investigation of urban architecture and layout in Late Postclassic
Mesoamerica.15 Analyses of other data from that project will be presented sep-
arately. The project involved the construction of a database (in Microsoft
Access) containing information on sites and urban architecture. Project mem-
bers assembled information on sites with published maps and data on public
architecture and/or an overall site map. We began with a broad strategy that
included smaller, more specialized settlements—such as hilltop ceremonial
zones and fortresses—not typically considered “urban” in character, in addi-
tion to the cities and towns discussed below. The initial sample includes
numerous sites that turned out to have almost no usable data (i.e., no site map
or reliable data on urban architecture or layout). We made an effort to find as
many published Late Postclassic sites as possible, reviewing numerous works
published in the United States, Mexico, Guatemala, Britain, France, Germany,
and Spain. Most of these are monographs or articles describing excavations or
mapping operations at urban sites.

The sample does not include cities whose only archaeological documenta-
tion is in regional settlement survey reports. I made this decision, which elimi-
nates numerous Late Postclassic urban settlements with size data, for several
reasons. First, few of the sites discovered in regional survey projects have good
architectural maps. Second, many of the Late Postclassic settlements docu-
mented in survey reports coincide spatially with earlier settlements (many of
them urban in character), and it is impossible to date their public architecture
reliably in the absence of excavations. Third, and most important, only a few
areas of Mesoamerica have been surveyed intensively, and the inclusion of city
size data from regional settlement surveys would bias the sample strongly
toward those regions with good survey coverage: the Valley of Oaxaca and sur-
rounding areas, and the Basin of Mexico.16 The present sample is not the larg-
est sample that could be generated of Late Postclassic urban centers, but it does
have the advantage of covering most parts of Mesoamerica at a roughly
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comparable level of inclusion. Regional comparability is more important than
total sample size for the topics addressed here.

Sites are recorded within six regional categories that I call zones (see Fig-
ure 1). Central Mexico is the central Mexican highlands, including northeast
Guerrero; Gulf Coast includes the Huaxteca and lowland areas of the states of
Veracruz and Tabasco; Southeast includes the Mexican state of Chiapas, high-
land Guatemala, and northwestern Honduras; Oaxaca corresponds to the
modern state of that name; Petén includes the Petén region of Guatemala and
the nation of Belize; West Mexico includes the Mexican states of Michoacán,
Guerrero, and Jalisco; and Yucatán covers the states of Yucatán, Campeche,
and Quintana Roo. These zones were initially isolated as convenient catego-
ries to organize data collection, but the analyses presented below suggest that
some of the zones may correspond to the spatial/functional entities known as
systems of cities. Zones are larger than the units normally called regions. In
economic geography and economic anthropology, a region is typically defined
as the hinterland of a high-order central place.17 The Central Mexico zone, for
example, includes a number of areas typically considered economic regions in
Late Postclassic times, such as the Basin of Mexico, Morelos, the Toluca Val-
ley, the Puebla/Tlaxcala area, and other highland valleys.

The data analyzed in this article, along with citations, are shown in the
appendix. Many of the sites initially investigated did not turn out to have
usable data. Usable data consist of accurate site maps and/or systematic infor-
mation on urban architecture, plus sufficient chronological information to
assign the urban site and architecture to the Late Postclassic period. Of 153
sites in the initial sample, 111 have usable data of some sort. Of these, 87 have
published maps or descriptions of sufficient quality to measure their total area
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Figure 1: Map of Mesoamerica Showing the Spatial Zones Used in This Article



and/or their epicenter area. This is the sample analyzed in the present article.
Fifty-nine of the 87 sites have data on their total area, and an additional 28 have
data on their epicenter area. Of the 59 sites with area data, 21 also have epicen-
ter measurements. The numbers of sites in each category are listed by zone in
Table 1. This sample is small in comparison with the total number of towns in
Late Postclassic Mesoamerica. The authors of Aztec Imperial Strategies com-
piled a list of 620 towns in the Aztec Empire at the time of Spanish conquest.18 I
estimate that 60 percent of the towns in all of Mesoamerica were in the empire,
suggesting a total of some 1,000 urban centers. My sample can therefore be
estimated at approximately 9 percent of all Late Postclassic urban centers.

In the appendix, type is a rough approximation of functional category based
on opinions of the excavators and other writers on Late Postclassic society.
The basic functional type is the political town (type 2), with sixty-four exam-
ples in the sample. These were urban settlements that were homes of petty
kings, such as central Mexican city-state capitals;19 archaeologically, these
sites typically contain an epicenter with one or more temple-pyramids, a pal-
ace, and perhaps a ball court, all grouped around a public plaza.

A few political towns with well-documented and pronounced nonadmini-
strative urban functions are singled out as types 3 through 5. Otumba, an Aztec
craft center, is the only town of type 3 (political town, crafts specialization).
Type 4 towns (political town, trade specialization) are El Tigre, Naco, and El
Corozal (see appendix). Mitla is the only example of type 5 (political town, re-
ligious specialization). Although these examples seem well documented, it is
almost certain that many other, less well studied urban settlements also
belonged to these specialized types. For this reason, I do not give great impor-
tance to the distinctions among types 2 through 5. Type 1, major political capi-
tals, includes three central Mexican cities—the Middle Postclassic (Early
Aztec) city of Teopanzolco, and the Late Postclassic (Late Aztec) cities of
Tenochtitlan and Texcoco—and Tututepec, Tzintzuntzan, and Mayapán. The
classification of these cities as major capitals derives predominantly from
historical, not archaeological, documentation.
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TABLE 1

Numbers of Sites by Zone

Zone Setting Sites in Sample

Central Mexico Highland 26
Oaxaca Highland 9
West Mexico Highland 7
Gulf Coast Lowland 7
Southeast Mixed 24
Petén/Belize Lowland 6
Yucatán Lowland 8
Total 87



408 JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / May 2005

Figure 2: Definitions of Epicenters at Cuexcomate, a Small Town, and Teopanzolco, a
Major Capital

SOURCE: Based on maps in Michael E. Smith, The Aztecs, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 2003), 75, 40.
NOTE: The architecture shown here for Teopanzolco is all that remains of this Early Aztec major
capital; the rest of the site is buried under the modern city of Cuernavaca.



Site areas are measured in hectares. Published measurements by archaeolo-
gists who have worked at sites were used when available. In the absence of
published data, site area was measured by digitizing site maps (using a digitiz-
ing tablet and Autosketch software). In a few cases, estimates of site area were
made from imprecise comments by fieldworkers (e.g., a site said to extend 500
meters north-south by 400 meters east-west was estimated at 20 ha) or from
incomplete maps; the sources of area measurements (published, digitized, or
estimated) are included in the appendix. Four size classes were defined based
on the quartiles of the distribution of the fifty-nine sites in the sample with
area data.

Postclassic cities, like earlier Mesoamerican cities, tend to have a concen-
tration of stone public architecture in their center, surrounded by low-density
residential zones. This concentration of temples, palaces, ball courts, plazas,
and other buildings is commonly called the site’s epicenter. There are few pub-
lished discussions of site epicenters (apart from treatments of individual build-
ings) and few measurements of their areas. I evaluated site maps to determine
whether each site has an epicenter (see discussion below), and for sites that do
have a central concentration of architecture, I drew a rounded shape that
included the public architecture making up the epicenter (see Figure 2). I then
measured the areas of these shapes with a digitizing tablet.

Published population figures for sites were recorded where available.
Because of the wide variation in archaeological methods for estimating urban
populations,20 these data are reliable and comparable in only a rough fashion
(see below). Other information was recorded in the course of data gathering—
including topographic setting, locations with respect to bodies of water, and
the presence of various types of public buildings—are not discussed in the
present article.

URBAN SIZE

AREA

Postclassic urban centers range in size from 10 ha (my lower size limit) to
the 2,100 ha Tututepec. The distribution of site size is shown in Figure 3.
Because the distribution is skewed by a small number of very large cities, the
median is a better indicator of central tendency than the mean; the median site
size for all of Mesoamerica is 90 ha. The size data are broken down by size
class and zone in Table 2. The differences in urban site size between zones—as
measured by median site size and by the distribution among size classes—are
considerable. The highland zones of northern Mesoamerica (Central Mexico,
Oaxaca, and West Mexico) had much larger urban centers than the Mayan
zones of southern Mesoamerica (Southeast, Petén/Belize, and Yucatán). Sev-
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TABLE 2

Sizes of Cities by Zone

Size Category

Number Median 1 2 3 4
Zone of Sites Area (> 205 ha) (90-205 ha) (22-90 ha) (10-22 ha)

Central Mexico 18 100 6 6 3 3
Oaxaca 7 68 1 2 4
West Mexico 7 215 4 3
Gulf Coast 4 185 2 1 1
Southeast 10 14 2 2 6
Petén/Belize 6 41 1 1 2 2
Yucatán 7 25 1 3 3
Total sample 59 90 15 15 15 14

TABLE 3

Sizes of Cities by Political Type

Size Category

Number Median 1 2 3 4Political
Political Type of Sites Area (> 205 ha) (90-205 ha) (22-90 ha) (10-22 ha)

Major capitals 5 674 5
Political towns 51 68 12 14 13 12
Other towns 3 30 2 1
Total sample 59 79 17 14 15 13
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Figure 3: Urban Site Areas in Late Postclassic Mesoamerica



eral sources of bias in the data, however, may contribute to this pattern.
Whereas large cities are known from all zones (Tables 2 and 3), the identifica-
tion and study of smaller Mesoamerican urban centers are affected by several
factors. Fewer such smaller urban sites are known and studied in areas with
dense vegetation, in remote areas far from modern cities and roads, and in
areas that have seen less archaeological fieldwork. Whereas it is unlikely that
any additional Late Postclassic sites with public architecture are lurking in the
well-studied Basin of Mexico or the Valley of Oaxaca, for example, there are
probably numerous unreported (or at least unstudied) smaller Postclassic
urban centers in tropical lowland environments.

Nevertheless, in the drier and well-studied zones of northern Yucatán and
highland Guatemala (included in the Southeast zone), most urban sites are
much smaller than in northern Mesoamerica, suggesting that the northern/
southern contrast in site size is not entirely an artifact of sampling and data
reporting. There appears to have been a real difference in urban site size
between these parts of Late Postclassic Mesoamerica. The major political cap-
itals with size data were larger than political towns by an order of magnitude
(Table 3). The list of the largest urban sites (size class 1) includes all the sites
classified as major political capitals (Table 4).

POPULATION SIZE AND DENSITY

I located population estimates for only sixteen of the sites with measured
areas (Table 5). Given the wide variation in methods of population estima-
tion—including estimates from both archaeological and documentary data—
I am hesitant to attach too much significance to these data. The huge size of
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TABLE 4

The Largest Late Postclassic Cities (Size Class 1)

Epicenter
City Zone Type Size (ha) Population Size

Tututepec Oaxaca 1 2,100
Tenochtitlan Central Mexico 1 1,350 212,500 16.9
Zacapu West Mexico 2 1,100 20,000
Tzintzuntzan West Mexico 1 674 30,000 34.4
El Tigre Gulf Coast 4 500
Santa Rita Petén/Belize 2 500 7,000
Texcoco Central Mexico 1 450 24,100
Mayapan Yucatán 1 420 21,000 12.8
Huexotla Central Mexico 2 300 17,100
Eronguaricuaro West Mexico 2 275
Chalco Central Mexico 2 250 11,000
Otumba Central Mexico 2 220 10,700
Zempoala Gulf Coast 2 220 16.0
Acambaro West Mexico 2 215 6,000
Yautepec Central Mexico 2 209 15,100



Tenochtitlan clearly skews this distribution, which has a very high standard
deviation relative to the mean. The median population for these sites is 10,850.
More interesting than the populations per se are the data on population densi-
ties. There are two clear breaks in the distribution of population density, and I
have used these to define three density classes. There are five low-density
urban sites whose densities range from 10.4 to 27.9 persons per ha, ten
medium-density sites (44.0 to 72.2 persons per ha), and one high-density site
(Tenochtitlan, with a density of 157.4). The correlation between site area
and population is only .765 for the entire sample in Table 5, but within the low-
density and medium-density groups the correlations are very high (.980 and
.975 respectively), suggesting that these categories are meaningful in captur-
ing real patterns in the distribution of population sizes and densities.

An interesting feature of the three density-based categories of Late Post-
classic urban centers is that they do not show an association with zones or envi-
ronmental setting. This finding goes against the assertion that highland Meso-
american cities were more densely occupied than lowland cities.21

Tenochtitlan was clearly the most densely occupied Postclassic city, but the
data in Table 5 are notable for the variation in density within zones. Apart from
Tenochtitlan, all major capitals, in whatever zone, were medium-density sites,
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TABLE 5

Population Size and Density for Late Postclassic Cities

Site Zone Type Population Area (ha) Density

Low-density sites
Siguatecpan Central Mexico 2 1,100 106 10.4
Santa Rita Petén/Belize 2 7,000 500 14.0
Ixtapaluca Veijo Central Mexico 2 1,400 90 15.6
Zacapu West Mexico 2 20,000 1,100 18.2
Acambaro West Mexico 2 6,000 215 27.9

Medium-density sites
Chalco Central Mexico 2 11,000 250 44.0
Tzintzuntzan West Mexico 1 30,000 674 44.5
Otumba Central Mexico 3 10,700 220 48.6
Mayapan Yucatán 1 21,000 420 50.0
Coatlan Viejo Central Mexico 2 800 15 53.3
Cuexcomate Central Mexico 6 800 15 53.3
Texcoco Central Mexico 1 24,100 450 53.6
Huexotla Central Mexico 2 17,100 300 57.0
Naco Southeast 4 10,000 160 62.5
Yautepec Central Mexico 2 15,100 209 72.2

High-density site
Tenochtitlan Central Mexico 1 212,500 1,350 157.4

Mean 24,287.5 379.6 48.9
Standard deviation 49,711.5 376.7 34.4

Median 10,850 235 49



suggesting a broad association between political preeminence and urban pop-
ulation density.22

THE URBAN EPICENTER

I use the term epicenter to describe the central, “downtown” portions of
Postclassic urban settlements. The epicenter contains the largest buildings and
the greatest concentration of public buildings at a site. Most of the mapped
sites in the sample have an identifiable epicenter, although some do not. At
Calixtlahuaca in Central Mexico, for example, the public architecture (several
temple-pyramids, a palace, and some large platforms of unknown function) is
spread out across the landscape with no clear focal point,23 and the city of
Coixtlahuaca in Oaxaca may similarly have no definable architectural epicen-
ter.24 Most epicenters consist of one or more public plazas flanked by public
buildings. In most ancient Mesoamerican cities, the architecture in the epicen-
ter was carefully planned and laid out, sometimes with astronomical align-
ments; in contrast, the surrounding residential areas usually show little or no
overall planning.25 Figure 4 illustrates two epicenters of differing size.

The most common buildings in Mesoamerican urban epicenters were
temple-pyramids, palaces, and ball courts. Mesoamerican ball courts were the
setting for a poorly understood ball game that combined ritual, sport, and poli-
tics.26 For present purposes, the significance of ball courts is that they were a
basic Mesoamerican urban feature, most commonly located in urban epicen-
ters. Formal plazas were probably used for religious ceremonies and state
events. Some Postclassic plazas had associated public art (inscriptions and/or
mural paintings) that communicated various political, ritual, and ideological
messages. Periodic markets probably met in open areas in city epicenters. The
activities and features of urban epicenters pertained to two broad domains: (1)
the administration of the city and the basic social activities and needs of urban
residents, and (2) the role of the city as a political capital. For the latter role,
important architectural features were the tall temple-pyramids, large public
plazas, and visual and symbolic expressions of planning in the arrangement of
public architecture. Although the data discussed here do not permit detailed
functional inferences, the size of an urban epicenter can serve as a rough
approximation of the significance of urban administration and political power
in Postclassic towns.

I was able to measure epicenter areas for fifty-two sites. Of these, twenty-
one are included in the fifty-nine sites with total site area data, and twenty-
eight have epicenter data without total site area. The large number of sites with
measured epicenters but no area data is a function of the history of archaeolog-
ical research at Mesoamerican urban sites. In the past, many fieldworkers con-
centrated exclusively on the public architecture at the center of urban sites and
ignored residential zones. Their maps of site epicenters can be used, but there
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are no maps of the total extent of urban settlement at these sites. Even when
archaeologists do explore beyond the epicenter to excavate houses and work-
shops, however, it can be very difficult to map urban sites in settings of dense
tropical forest cover, particularly when commoner residences are small and
difficult to locate without excavation. Many Late Postclassic sites today lie
buried under modern cities, also preventing analysis of residential zones.
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Figure 4: Sketches of Urban Epicenters at Coatetelco (1.1 ha) and Zaculeu (6.0 ha)
SOURCE: Coatetelco drawing from Michael E. Smith, The Aztecs, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 2003), 178;
and Zaculeu drawing after William M.Ferguson and Richard E.W.Adams, Mesoamerica’s Ancient
Cities: Aerial Views of Pre-Columbian Ruins in Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras, rev. ed.
(Albuquerque, N.M., 2001), 165.
NOTE: Like most Late Postclassic urban sites, only some structures have been excavated and re-
stored.



The sizes of urban epicenters in the sample range from 0.3 ha to 34.4 ha
(Figure 5),27 with a median size of 2.0 ha. There is some variation in epicenter
size by zone (Table 6), although the small size of the sample for most zones
limits the reliability of these data. In fact, the two zones with more than ten
measured epicenters—Central Mexico and Southeast—have the same median
epicenter area (1.9 ha). Epicenter size varies more systematically with politi-
cal type; the median size of epicenters of major capitals is an order of magni-
tude larger than the epicenters of political towns (Table 7).

Epicenter size is also strongly associated with city size. Epicenter size
increases with overall site size in a logarithmic pattern (Figure 6); the correla-
tion coefficient (R2) for the logarithmic relationship (.776) greatly exceeds the
value for a linear relationship (.323). The outlier in this graph (Tenochtitlan)
does not greatly affect the relationship, which is almost unchanged when
Tenochtitlan is removed. Epicenter size increases rapidly with site size at the
lower end of the size scale, and then, above 10 ha, it begins to flatten out.
Larger cities have more public architecture (i.e., a larger epicenter) than
smaller cities, but only up to a point. This finding is puzzling, and the data dis-
cussed in this article are not adequate to provide an explanation. I will suggest

Smith / CITY SIZE IN LATE POSTCLASSIC MESOAMERICA 415

TABLE 6

Sizes of Urban Epicenters by Zone

Size Category

Zone Number of Sites Median Area 1 (> 9 ha) 2 (3-9 ha) 3 (< 3 ha)

Central Mexico 13 1.9 3 1 9
Oaxaca 4 6.6 1 3
West Mexico 1 1
Gulf Coast 4 3.7 1 1 2
Southeast 22 1.9 2 6 14
Petén/Belize 2 1.0 2
Yucatán 3 1.1 1 2
Total sample 49 2.0 9 11 29

TABLE 7

Sizes of Urban Epicenters by Political Type

Size Category

Political Type Number of Sites Median Area 1 (> 9 ha) 2 (3-9 ha) 3 (< 3 ha)

Major capital 4 14.9 3 1
Political town 35 1.9 6 9 20
Hilltop ceremonial zone 2 0.4 2
Fortress 2 4.2 1 1
Political status unknown 6 2.1 1 5
Total sample 49 2.0 9 11 29



some of the implications and possible explanations for this finding, leaving it
to future research for more complete analysis.

Because many of the buildings and spaces in the epicenter related to
urban administration, epicenter size should be correlated with city size (or,
more precisely, with urban population). The flattened epicenter size distribu-
tion in Figure 6 may result from the presence of smaller urban administrative
zones within the largest cities. For example, the Aztec imperial capital

416 JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / May 2005

0

2

4

6

8

10

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Area in ha.

N
um

be
r

of
S

ite
s

Larger than 12 ha.

Figure 5: Urban Epicenter Areas in Late Postclassic Mesoamerica
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Tenochtitlan—the largest city in Figure 6—had four smaller civic precincts (in
addition to the central epicenter), one in each quarter of the city.28 This pattern,
designated the “multiple nuclei model” by Joyce Marcus, is not uncommon in
large Mesoamerican cities.29

The strong variation of epicenter size with political type (Table 7) suggests
that the buildings located there played important roles in polity administration,
propaganda, and state ceremony. Roland Fletcher has shown that the size of
ancient (and modern) settlements is limited by the nature of information tech-
nology and patterns of crowding and interaction.30 Perhaps similar factors
placed an upper limit on the size of urban epicenters in Late Postclassic
Mesoamerica. Alternatively, Late Postclassic rulers simply may not have felt
the need to construct grandiose epicenters on the scale of their Classic ances-
tors. Classic Mayan cities had larger epicenters on average than Late Post-
classic cities,31 a pattern typically attributed to the smaller sizes of Late
Postclassic polities and the greater emphasis on commercial exchange com-
pared to the Classic period.32

CITY SIZE DISTRIBUTIONS

The distribution of city sizes provides clues to urban functions on a
macroregional scale. In the 1950s and 1960s, geographers developed the tech-
nique of rank-size analysis to study the sizes of cities within nation-states.33 An
empirical pattern was observed in a number of areas of the world in which the
second-largest city has roughly one-half the population of the largest city, the
third-largest city has one-third the population, and so on down the size scale.
This distribution, known as the log-normal distribution, is illustrated by plot-
ting city size (Y axis) against rank (X axis). When these variables are graphed
using logarithmic scales, the log-normal distribution is expressed as a declin-
ing straight line. Two major kinds of deviations from the log-normal pattern
have been noted for various nations and regions: primate distributions (in
which the largest city is “too large” for the log-normal pattern) and convex dis-
tributions (in which there are “too many” very large cities). Much of the litera-
ture on rank-size analysis is devoted to exploring the causes and implications
of deviations from log-normal distributions.34

Archaeologists seized on rank-size analysis as a potentially useful tool for
analyzing settlement patterns, and they joined the discussion of the determi-
nants of the various rank-size distributions. Most applications by archaeolo-
gists have been conducted on a regional scale, such as the Valley of Oaxaca and
the Basin of Mexico, or the plains of Mesopotamia.35 A number of archaeolo-
gists went beyond the limits of the method to address the distribution of the
sizes of tiny settlements that were not central places.36

To summarize the findings of geographers, anthropologists, and archaeolo-
gists, log-normal distributions tend to be found in large urban systems with a
long history of commercial and demographic interaction among central places
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(as well as between central places and their hinterlands); this is generally con-
sidered the expected pattern in modern industrialized nations. Primate distri-
butions, in the words of G. William Skinner, “indicate an excess of centrality
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and suggests [sic] either an extraordinary centralization of regional services or
a role for the primate city that extends beyond its regional hinterland.”37 For
ancient civilizations, primacy is found for imperial capitals and other cities
that served as powerful political capitals. Finally, convex distributions indicate
either an error of scale (the pooling of autonomous urban systems) and/or situ-
ations of low overall system integration.38 These patterns can be applied to the
Postclassic Mesoamerican city-size data within zones.

RANK-SIZE GRAPHS

Rank-size plots of Postclassic Mesoamerican city sizes are presented in
Figure 7. The plot for all of Mesoamerica has a convex shape, suggesting that
the relevant urban systems were smaller in size and/or that the overall urban
integration of Mesoamerica was low. Given the large size of Mesoamerica
relative to the primitive transport technology, this convex distribution is not
surprising. Two of the zones have strongly primate distributions: Oaxaca and
Yucatán. The major capital city Mayapán—the largest city in the latter zone—
dominated the area politically and economically in Late Postclassic times.39 In
Oaxaca, the large size of Tututepec relative to other cities produced a very
strongly primate pattern. Although probably the capital of a small empire, it is
unlikely that Tututepec dominated all of Oaxaca, and this distribution appears
to be an anomaly.40

Central Mexico has a slightly primate pattern. Whereas Tenochtitlan was
much larger than Texcoco—the second-largest city—there were a number
of other large cities as well (Table 4), making this distribution less strongly
primate than Oaxaca and Yucatán. The functional implication is that Teno-
chtitlan’s degree of political and economic dominance within central Mexico
may have been less than Mayapán’s level of control in Yucatán. Indeed, rank-
size graphs for just the Basin of Mexico reveal more strongly primate distribu-
tions in both the Classic and Early Postclassic periods (with Teotihuacan and
Tula as the primate centers) than in the Late Postclassic period.41

Two zones—West Mexico and Gulf Coast—exhibit size distributions that
are close to the ideal, log-normal form. Minimally, this suggests that these
zones were not dominated by their largest center. In fact, the most powerful
capital in West Mexico—Tzintzuntzan—was not the largest city (Table 4).
Whether it is possible to go further and infer that these two areas were well-
integrated urban systems is unclear. The remaining two areas have ambiguous
rank-size distributions: Southeast Mesoamerica has a very slightly convex pat-
tern, whereas Petén/Belize has a very slightly primate pattern (with Santa Rita
the largest city). The Late Postclassic period in Southeast Mesoamerica has
seen less systematic research than many other zones, and in the early stages of
archaeological fieldwork, the largest sites tend to be reported and studied first.
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SYSTEMS OF CITIES?

Some of the spatial units I used initially for the sake of convenience in data
gathering—zones—may approximate areas with functional significance
known as systems of cities. A city system is an integrated collection of urban
centers, each the center of a marketing region, that interact with one another
through exchanges of goods and information.42 Most discussions have focused
on city systems that are contained within modern nation-states. Walters, how-
ever, has pointed out that city-systems can exist at various levels, including a
cross-polity world-system level in which the city-system covers a group or
system of independent city-states.43 This describes the general political land-
scape in Late Postclassic Mesoamerica, where city-states and other forms of
small polities predominated.44 Commercial exchange and other forms of long-
distance interaction were extensive in Late Postclassic Mesoamerica far more
than in any earlier period,45 and such interaction is a prerequisite for the exis-
tence of integrated systems of cities that transcend individual regions. The
city-system concept has been little used by archaeologists, who have framed
most rank-size analyses of city size at the level of the region.46

The fact that most of the rank-size plots for individual zones (Figure 7)
exhibit either log-normal or primate distributions suggests that some of the
zones may be integrated systems of cities. For example, Mayapán was capital
of an extensive state, perhaps a small empire, whose extent corresponds
roughly to the Yucatán zone as discussed here. This zone may correspond to a
city system that included Buena Vista, El Cedral, Muyil, and other cities of
northern Yucatán. The Central Mexico zone was the setting for numerous city-
states that together comprised the core area and inner provinces of the Aztec
triple alliance empire. This zone has long been recognized as an area of exten-
sive trade and interaction among its constituent regions,47 and central Mexico
provides probably the strongest case for the existence of a Late Postclassic city
system in Mesoamerica. West Mexico, the zone with the greatest number of
large cities after Central Mexico (Table 2), was the home of the Tarascan
Empire. Documentary and archaeological research reveal extensive networks
of trade and interaction within the empire and between the empire and its
neighbors,48 suggesting that this zone too may have comprised a functional city
system. For the other zones discussed in this article, there is less archaeologi-
cal and documentary evidence for the nature of macroregional interaction pat-
terns, and it would be premature to suggest the presence of integrated city
systems in those areas.

CONCLUSIONS

This is the first study to examine a large sample of ancient cities from a sin-
gle time period in Mesoamerica.49 Although an adequate understanding of
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Mesoamerican urbanism must await the integration of city sizes with data on
urban form (architecture, layout, and planning) and urban functions (eco-
nomic, administrative, and religious) the size data presented above do provide
a number of insights into Late Postclassic Mesoamerica. There was no “typi-
cal” Late Postclassic urban settlement; the variation in the sizes of sites and
epicenters is extensive. Some of that variation appears to relate to environmen-
tal setting. Cities in highland zones, for example, were much larger than cities
in lowland zones (Table 2). Other attributes do not show an association with
environmental setting, however. Population density—claimed by some to vary
between highland and lowland urban Mesoamerican cities—does not seem
related to environmental setting, nor do the rank-size plots (Figure 7) vary sys-
tematically with the highland/lowland dichotomy.50

The data discussed in this article illuminate some of the political dimen-
sions of city size in Late Postclassic Mesoamerica. There are little systematic
data, however, on other kinds of urban functions, such as retail marketing, craft
production, and religious activity. Research on Aztec cities in Central Mexico
reveals considerable variation in the intensity and diversity of craft produc-
tion at city-state capitals, from major multiple craft industries at Otumba
through moderate household production at Yautepec to minimal production
(beyond domestic textile production, ubiquitous at Aztec sites of all sizes) at
Huexotla.51 Unfortunately, there are not enough urban sites like these with
good economic data to explore the associations and implications of urban eco-
nomic functions in the wider arena of Late Postclassic Mesoamerica.

Major political capitals—as identified from historical documents—are ten
times as large, on average, as political towns, the dominant type of Postclassic
urban center (Table 3). They have larger epicenters (i.e., more public build-
ings) than political towns. Major capitals also tend to have higher population
densities than political towns (Table 5), but the difference is not nearly as strik-
ing as in the case of city and epicenter areas. The existence of discrete catego-
ries of population density (Table 5) is an interesting characteristic of these
data. There is no clear zonal or environmental association with population
density; both low-density and medium-density cities are found in a variety of
zones and settings. No major capital, however, falls in the low-density category.

In summary, the most striking variation in Postclassic urban size relates to
political status. This suggests that political role and government administra-
tion were among the most important forces influencing city size (and probably
other urban characteristics) in Late Postclassic Mesoamerica. I conclude that
the role of the local environmental setting was of less importance in shaping
Postclassic Mesoamerican urbanism than many have traditionally maintained.
What are needed now are analyses of other aspects of the Postclassic cities
examined here and parallel studies of Mesoamerican urbanism from other
time periods. It is only by gathering data on a large number of smaller cities
that we can escape the pitfalls of generalizing about “Mesoamerican urban-
ism” from a small number of atypical cities.
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