


The Great Temple Project:

In Search of the Sacred Precinct of Mexico-Tenochtitlan
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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
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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
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