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The earth goddess Tlaltecuhtli monolith from ca. 1486-1502 CE.
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       The archaeology of Mexico-Tenochtitlan occupies a very unique 
place in the field of Mesoamerican studies. Constrained by its 
circumstances, it faces the same kind of challenges as archaeology 
in Rome, Jerusalem, Istanbul, Alexandria, and other settlements 
of the ancient world whose remains lie buried beneath a modern 
metropolis. In order to study the Mexica (Aztec) imperial capital, 
one must overcome the enormous obstacles presented by Mexico 
City, one of the largest demographic concentrations on our planet in 
the twenty-first century. The problem is compounded every day as 
the growth rate of the urban area increases at a dizzying pace. Thus 
Mexico-Tenochtitlan, along with its contemporaneous surrounding 
lakeside communities, has been buried nearly irretrievably under 
tons of asphalt and concrete.  
      The fundamental problem, however, does not stem from the 
disproportionate expansion of the current city limits, but rather 
from the particularities of the Historic Center in the heart of the 
sprawling metropolis. This area contains the most artistically and 
historically rich monumental complex in all of the Americas, where 
buildings of exceptional quality coexist in their diversity of Baroque, 
Neoclassic, Porfirian, Art Nouveau, Art Deco, and Neocolonial 

(3D Scan: G. Balzani and M. Sánchez Vega, courtesy Great Temple Project)

The Great Temple Project:
In Search of the Sacred Precinct of Mexico-Tenochtitlan
大神庙项目：找寻墨西哥特诺奇蒂特兰城的圣域

    特诺奇蒂特兰城考古在中美洲研究中占据着独一无

二的地位。由于周边环境的限制，这里的考古工作与

其它埋藏在现代大都市之下的古代聚落，如罗马、耶

路撒冷、伊斯坦布尔、亚历山大港等一样，面临着相

同的挑战。为了研究墨西哥（阿兹特克）帝国的都城，

研究者必须克服现代墨西哥城所造成的大量障碍，而

这座城市是 21 世纪人口密度最高的城市之一。随着

城区范围的急速增长，这一问题也变得越来越突出。

因此，特诺奇蒂特兰城以及同时期环绕在其四周的湖

边社区，都不可挽回地覆盖在数吨沥青和混凝土之下。

不过，根本的问题并不是现代城市范围无节制的扩张，

而是历史上的中心区域恰好与现代都市的核心位置相

重叠。这一区域包含了整个美洲最富艺术和历史价值

的纪念性建筑群，各种品质卓越、风格各异的建筑在

这里共存，包括巴洛克、新古典主义、波费里奥、新

艺术、装饰艺术及新殖民主义等风格。这种状况使得



(Photo: K. Garrett, courtesy Great Temple Project)

The Great Temple archaeological zone and museum in downtown Mexico City.
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styles. Such a context gives rise to the paradox that any ambitious 
attempt to recover the material remains of Mexico-Tenochtitlan 
and reconstruct the history of its inhabitants implies sacrificing an 
essential part of the colonial heritage and that of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries.
      A proven method of avoiding such obstacles is to pursue 
subterranean explorations that enable the study of the deepest 
archaeological levels without altering the monuments on the 
surface. But these types of excavations are practically unimaginable 
in the Historic Center of Mexico City for two simple reasons: on 
the one hand, the subsoil of the ancient lake basin is extremely 
unstable as it consists of compressible clays and is subject to 
the indiscriminate exploitation of its groundwater to satisfy the 
demands of the present population, and on the other, the Historic 
Center has a difficult subsoil to penetrate given the existence 
of a high water table and thick layers of cement foundations 
crisscrossed by anarchic networks of potable water, drainage, and 
electrical lines.
      As if this were not enough, immediately below this substrata are 
located the oldest levels of the colonial capital of New Spain, which 
date to the period between 1521 and 1650 CE. These levels are 
distinguished by an unusual abundance of cultural elements that 
attest to the opulent life of the conquistadors and their descendants 
in imperial Spain’s most prosperous overseas center. Below 
the colonial levels are those of the Mexica, which were terribly 
damaged by the armed confrontations of 1521 and by the systematic 
demolition of buildings begun after the Conquest. Consequently, 
the occasions in which one manages to reach these levels are quite 
rare. Paving, hydraulic projects, the installation of electrical plants, 
and the reconstruction of building foundations are among the few 

前述的困境更为严峻，因为任何试图发掘墨西哥—特

诺奇蒂特兰城的物质遗存或重建其居民历史的想法，

都意味着要牺牲殖民时代及十九、二十世纪的遗产中

不可割舍的一部分。

    避免这些阻碍的一个可行的方法是进行地下式的发

掘，这种方式既能使我们研究最深层的考古遗存，又

不会改变地表的纪念性建筑。但是这些发掘方法对于

墨西哥城古城的中心区而言是无法想象的，原因很简

单：一是古湖盆的沉积层非常不稳定，因为其中包含

易于变形的粘土，而且为了满足当前人口需求，地下

水被无节制地开发，这一区域已经成为一个主要来源；

二是由于地下水位较高，同时用于饮用水、排水和输

电线路等用途的水泥地基非常厚，要到达古城的中心

区域会遇到一个很难穿透的地层。

    然而，问题还远非如此，叠压在这些层位之下的是

最古老的新西班牙殖民首都的地层，其年代在公元

1521-1650 年。因为文化元素异常丰富，这些地层非常

容易甄别，它们见证了殖民者及其后代在西班牙帝国

最为富饶的海外中心过着无比富足的生活。在这些殖

民时代的地层之下，才是墨西哥古文明的遗存，这些

遗存在 1521 年的武装对抗中受到了极大的破坏，而且

很多建筑在被征服之后遭到系统的拆除。因此，能够

到达这些地层的机会是非常少的。铺砌路面抑或水利
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Colonial and pre-Hispanic temples: Mexico City's Metropolitan 
Cathedral and Mexico-Tenochtitlan's Main Pyramid.

(Photo: M. Calderwood, courtesy Great Temple Project)

Aerial view of the Great Temple archaeological zone showing the 
location of the Tlaltecuhtli monolith.


