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Mexico City ðMore than 690 years of History
· The city now known as Mexico City was founded as Tenochtitlan by the 

Aztecs in 1325 and a century later became the dominant city-state of the 
Aztec Triple Alliance, formed in 1430 and composed of Tenochtitlan, 
Texcoco, and Tlacopan. At its height, Tenochtitlan had enormous temples 
and palaces, a huge ceremonial center, residences of political, religious, 
military, and merchants. Its population was estimated at least 100,000 and 
perhaps as high as 200,000 in 1519 when the Spaniards first saw it.

· The state religion of the Mexicacivilization awaited the fulfillment of an 
ancient prophecy: that the wandering tribes would find the destined site 
for a great city whose location would be signaled by an Eagle eating a 
snake while perched atop a cactus.

· The Aztecs saw this vision on what was then a small swampy island in Lake 
Texcoco, a vision that is now immortalized in Mexico's coat of arms and 
on the Mexican flag. Not deterred by the unfavourableterrain, they set 
about building their city, using the chinampasystem (misnamed as 
"floating gardens") for agriculture and to dry and expand the island.

· A thriving culture developed, and the Mexicacivilization came to 
dominate other tribes all around Mexico. The small natural island was 
perpetually enlarged as Tenochtitlan grew to become the largest and most 
powerful city in Mesoamerica. Commercial routes were developed that 
brought goods from places as far as the Gulf of Mexico, the Pacific Ocean 
and perhaps even the Inca Empire.
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Historic City Center ðZocalo
· The historic center of Mexico City (Spanish: Centro 

Históricode la Ciudad de México), also known as the 
Centro or Centro Histórico, is the central 
neighborhood in Mexico City, focused on the Zócaloor 
main plaza and extending in all directions for a number 
of blocks, with its farthest extent being west to the 
Alameda Central. 

· The modern Zócaloin Mexico City is 57,600 m2 (240 
m × 240 m), making it one of the largest city squares 
in the world. It can hold up to nearly 100,000 people.

· This section of the capital has over nine square km and 
occupies 668 blocks. It contains 9,000 buildings, 1,550 
of which have been declared of historical importance. 
Most of these historic buildings were constructed 
between the 16th and 20th centuries. 

· This is where the Spaniards began to build what is now 
modern Mexico City in the 16th century on the ruins 
of the conquered Tenochtitlan, capital of the Aztec 
Empire. After razing Tenochtitlánto the ground, they 
set about establishing their own capital, Mexico City.

· The Centro Historicocontains most of the city's 
historic sites from both eras as well as a large number 
of museums. This has made it a World Heritage Site.
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Cortés first saw Tenochtitlán on November 8, 1519. Upon viewing it for the first time, Cortés and 

his men were stunned by its beauty and size. Although Moctezuma came out from the center of 

Tenochtitlán to greet them and exchange gifts, the camaraderie did not last long. Cortés put 

Moctezuma under house arrest, hoping to rule through him. Tensions increased until, on the night 

of June 30, 1520 ς during a struggle commonly known as "La Noche Triste" ς the Aztec revolted 

against the Spanish intrusion and managed to capture or drive out the Europeans and their 

Tlaxcalan allies.  

Cortés regrouped at Tlaxcala. The Aztecs thought the Spaniards were permanently gone. They 

elected a new king, Cuitláhuac, but he died after a few months due to smallpox; the next king was 

Cuauhtémoc. Cortés decided to lay siege to Tenochtitlán in May 1521. For three months, the city 

suffered from the lack of food and water as well as the spread of smallpox brought by the 

Europeans. Cortés and his allies landed their forces in the south of the island and fought their way 

through the city, street by street, and house by house. Cuauhtémoc had to surrender in August 

1521. 



Historic City Center ðAround the Zocalo
· The Palacio Nacionalborders the entire east side of the Zocaloand contains the 

offices of the President of Mexico, the Federal Treasury, the National Archives 

as wells as murals depicting pre-Hispanic life and a large mural filling the central 

stairway depicting the entire history of the Mexican nation from the Conquest 

on. This palace was built on the ruins of Moctezuma II's palace beginning in 

1521, using the same tezontlestone used to build the Aztec palace.

· The Metropolitan Cathedral, dedicated to the Assumption of the Most Blessed 

Virgin Mary, occupies the north end of the Zócalo. The site originally was part 

of the Aztec Sacred Precinct (called the Teocalli) and contained the main 

tzompantli, or rack for the skulls of sacrifice victims. The first church was 

erected between 1524 or 1526 and 1532 and was elevated to the rank of 

cathedral on 2 September 1530 by Pope Clement VII. The foundations for a new 

cathedral were begun in 1562 and the foundation stone was laid in 1573 in the 

time of Archbishop Pedro Moyade Contreras and of the 4th Viceroy. Although 

the works had not been concluded, the cathedral received its first dedication on 

2 February 1656. The completion in 1813 of the neo-classical additions designed 

by Manuel Tolsawas celebrated on 15 August 2013. 

· The NacionalMonte de Piedadbuilding is the national pawn shop, founded in 

1775 and one of the largest second-hand shops in the world. On this site were 

houses that belonged to the last Aztec ruler, Moctezuma II, which Hernán

Cortés took for his own after the Conquest. 
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Historic City Center ðNorth / South /East of the Zocalo
· North

· Santo Domingo in Mexico City refers to the Church of Santo 

Domingo and its Plaza, also called Santo Domingo. Officially 

known as the Señorde la ExpiraciónChapel, the church is 

located on the north side of BelisarioDominguez and faces the 

plaza. It is all that is left from the first monastery to be 

established in New Spain.

· South

· The Supreme Court of Justice of the Nation is located just off 

the main plaza of Mexico City on the corners of PinoSuárez

and Carranza Streets. It was built between 1935 and 1941 by 

Antonio Muñoz Garcia. Prior to the Conquest, this site was 

reserved for the ritual known as "Dance of the Flyers" which is 

still practice today in Papantla.

· East

· La SantisimaChurch is located the corner of La Santisimaand 

EmilianoZapata streets. Its full name is Temple and Hospital of 

the Most Holy Trinity (Temploy AntiguoHospital de la 

SantisímaTrinidad). The church was built between 1755 and 

1783 as a temple for the adjoining hospital/hospice for priests.
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Historic City Center ðWest of the Zocalo
· Palacio de Correosde Mexico (Postal Palace of Mexico City) also 

known as the "CorreoMayor" (Main Post Office) is located in the 

historic center of Mexico City, on the EjeCentral (LazaroCardenas) 

near the Palacio de BellasArtes. It is an early 20th-century building 

built in the style of an Italian Renaissance palace.

· The Torre LatinoamericanaThis is one of the best-known 

skyscrapers in Latin America. It was begun in 1948 and completed 

in 1956 and is 182 meters tall, antennae included. It was the tallest 

tower in Mexico prior to the construction of Torre Pemex. The 

building has survived two major earthquakes since it was built, one 

in 1957 and the other in 1985.

· The Palacio de BellasArtes(Palace of Fine Arts) is the most 

important cultural center in Mexico City as well as the rest of the 

country of Mexico. It is located on the west side of the historic 

center of Mexico City next to the Alameda Central park.

· The Alameda Central park is a green garden with paved paths and 

decorative fountains and statues, and is frequently the center of civic 

events. The area used to be an Aztec marketplace. The park was 

created in 1592, when Viceroy Luis de Velasco decided  to create 

green space here as a public park.
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21 Barrios Mágicos(Magical Neighborhoods)
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Besides the historic center Mexico City has MUCH more to offer. Mexico City is much more than 1 big 
city. It feels much more like 21 little villages that grew together, but still have their historical hearts. 

A great way to explore the city is visiting little by little the 21 Barrios Mágicosof Mexico City. The 
Barrios Mágicosof Mexico City is a list of twenty one areas in the Federal District, which have been 

named òmagical neighborhoodsó in order to attract tourism to them.

To explore the 21 Barrios Mágicosyou can buy this interesting magazine (for 

example at Sanborns), with maps and all the information you need to (in 

Spanish):



Mexico City ðBarrios MagicosðPart 1

· San Angel
The El Carmen complex is the identifying marker of San Ángel, especially the 
three tiled-covered domes of the church. It consists of church, former 
monastery and school buildings. The monastery school or òColegioó was 
founded in 1613. The Plaza de San Jacinto is the other main center of the area, 
best known for its Saturday art bazaar. It is also surrounded by former 
mansions, most of which have been converted into art galleries and restaurants. 
On the west side of the plaza is the Church of San Jacinto. The Dominicans 
founded this church in 1596, Its main altar is wood covered in gold. 

· Coyoacan
The name comes from Nahuatland most likely means `place of coyotes`.
The historic area is centered on two large plazas filled with Indian laurel trees 
called the Jardindel Centenarioand the JardínHidalgo.Thegreen areas were 
rehabilitated, and areas were paved with red and black volcanic stone. One of 
the most important historic buildings in the borough is the Church of San Juan 
Bautista. 

· Pueblo de Iztacalco
The areaõs history began in 1309 when the island of Iztacalco, in what was Lake 
Texcoco, was settled in 1309 by the Mexicawho would later found 
Tenochtitlan, according to the Codex Xolotl. The Barrio de Santa Cru contains 
some of the oldest structures of the entire borough. The Ermitade la Cruz was 
constructed by the Franciscans in the early 16th century.  The Barrio de la 
Asunción next door is home to the most important plaza and church of the 
borough. The plaza is called either Plaza Miguel Hidalgo or Plaza San Matias, 
located between the Church of San Matíasand Calzadade la Viga. 

http://www.meetup.com/Internationals-in-Mexico-City-Mexican-Welcome/



Mexico City ðBarrios MagicosðPart 2

· Villa de Guadalupe
This is a former separate town, now a neighborhood in northern Mexico City, 
which in 1531 was the site of the apparition of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the most 
renowned Marian apparition in the Americas. The Basilica of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe is a Roman Catholic church, minor basilica and National Shrine. The 
shrine was built near the hill of Tepeyacwhere Our Lady of Guadalupe is 
believed to have appeared to Saint Juan Diego Cuauhtlatoatzin. 

· Xochimilco
Xochimilcois best known for its canals, which are left from what was an 
extensive lake and canal system that connected most of the settlements of the 
Valley of Mexico. These canals, along with artificial islands called chinampas, 
attract tourists and other city residents to ride on colorful gondola-like boats 
called òtrajinerasó around the 170 km of canals. This canal and chinampasystem, 
as a vestige of the areaõs pre-Hispanic past, has made Xochimilcoa World 
Heritage Site. Tip: start your boat trip from Cuemancoit you prefer nature or 
Nuevo Nativitasif you prefer party and don`t  miss it`s beautiful historic center!

· San Pedro Atocpan
The community has two main churches: the Parish of San Pedro Apostoland the 
Church of Señorde la Misericordias. The Parish of San Pedro Apostolis a 
Franciscan church that was dedicated on 28 August 1680 and declared a national 
monument in 1933. The other church, Señorde lasMisericordias(Lord of 
Mercies) is a modern building. San Pedro Atocpanis known for the preparation 
of mole sauce, which employs over 90% of the community and provides almost 
all of the sauce that is eaten in Mexico City. 
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City of Green ðNational parks, city parks and more

· Something most people don´t realize, is that Mexico City is much 
greener then you think. On this map can you see that only about 
49% is urbanized, the rest exist of National Parks, forests, parks, 
gardens and farmlands. 

· The National Parks inside Mexico City are:

· Cerro de la EstrellaNational Park

· Cumbresdel AjuscoNational Park

· Desiertode los Leones National Park 

· El TepeyacNational Park

· Chapultepec is a beautiful city park, in the hart of Mexico City, 
with it́ s great castle.

· So dońt forget to escape the city center now and then; to escape 
the traffic, the noise and the chaos and to get some fresh air J.
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Cumbres del Ajusco

NationalPark



City of the Past ðArcheological sites in Mexico City

· One of the greatest attractions of Mexico City is, without a doubt, the 
large amount of archaeological sites that extend throughout it, being the 
only metropolis in the world that can count among its treasures 
prehispanicruins, legacy of the advanced civilizations that populated 
this region hundreds of years ago.  

· In Mexico City you can find archeological vestiges in almost every 
place, from the TemploMayor right at the Zocaloto a small Aztec altar 
in the PinoSuárezUnderground station, or the Pyramid of Cuicuilco
and the Plaza of the Three Cultures in Tlatelolco, place in which 
buildings of the most important eras in the history of Mexico coexist 
harmonious and monumental: prehispanictemples, a colonial 
monastery and contemporary skyscrapers that represent the modern 
era.

· Another relevant fact is that the names of various areas of the city come 
from the ancient prehispanicsettlements that stood there before; such is 
the case of Azcapotzalco, Mixcoac, Coyoacánand Iztacalcoamong many 
others. And these examples are only a sample of the archeological 
wealth of Mexico City, as several material remains of vases, jewelry and 
sculptures belonging to the ancient cultures that populated the Valley of 
Mexico are found frequently during the construction of public 
developments. This is why some of the greatest attractions of the city 
are its archeological sites.

· Dońt miss: TemploMayor, Tlatelolco, Cerro de la Estrella, and 
Cuicuilco. 
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City of Culture
· We cannot possibly list all of México City's more than 150 museums. J.

We are just showing some of it`s many highlights. Admission prices vary, but 
all are very reasonable.  Many of México City's museums offer free 
admission on Sundays and holidays. Some, not all, are closed on Mondays.

· The National Museum of Anthropology is the most visited museum in 
Mexico. Located within Chapultepec Park in Mexico City, this is one of the 
finest anthropological museums anywhere in the world and certainly the 
most important in México. The ground floor focuses on the native cultures 
and societies of México before the Spanish conquest. The famous Aztec sun 
stone is displayed among the extraordinary collection of artwork from the 
indigenous population. The museum also provides information about how 
the descendents of these cultures live today. 

· Museode San Ildefonso: this site of major temporary art exhibits showcases 
of early Mexican mural art, especially by José Clemente Orozco. 

· Museodel Carmen: this museum is in the former monastic quarters to one 
side of the Iglesiadel Carmen.  Mainly devoted to colonial-era furniture and 
religious art.  A big tourist attraction are the mummified bodies in the crypt, 
which are thought to be 18th-century monks, nuns and gentry.

· MuseoAnahuacalli: this dramatic museum was designed by Diego Rivera to 
house his own collection of pre-Hispanic art, mostly of pottery and stone 
figures.  The fortress like building is made of dark volcanic stone and 
incorporates many pre-Hispanic stylistic features. It also contains one of his 
studios and some of his work.

· MuseoDolores Olmedo: the Olmedomuseum is a fascinating place, set in a 
peaceful 16th-century hacienda with large gardens. Dolores Olmedo, a 
wealthy socialite who still lives in part of the mansion, was a patron of 
Rivera, amassing a large collection of his art. 
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Apps and books about Mexico City

· App - PangeaGuide Mexico City. 
Practical interactive travel guide with detailed information like attractions, 
getting around, and activities for each district. Includes travel utilities like 
hotel booking, currency converter, weather forecast and world clocks.

· App - Mexico City Map and Walks. 
This handy application presents you several self-guided walking tours to 
see the best of the Mexico City and it comes with detailed tour route maps 
and powerful navigation features to guide you from one sight to the next.

· Book `Mexico City ðAn OpiniatedGuide`. 
A great insider book written by our friend Jim Johnston, who lives in 
Mexico City since 1998. More than 17 years of experience in this beautiful 
city results in a great book with practical information, tourist information, 
off the beaten track information and 16 interesting and detailed walking 
tours. Updated in April 2015.

· Book `Good Food in Mexico City`.
This is a little book with a big purpose: to put Mexico City on the map as 
one of the great food capitals of the world. Written by resident 
gastronome Nicholas Gilman, who knows the city inside and out; this 
guide takes the reader to out-of-the-way market stalls, taco joints, as well 
as fashionable high-end dining spots. Included are chapters on bars and 
cantinas, cafés, food shopping and short essays on various aspects of 
Mexican cuisine and its history. 

http://www.meetup.com/Internationals-in-Mexico-City-Mexican-Welcome/



Travelling in and aroundMexicoCity

· Aztec Explorers
Their objective is to help foreigners and Mexicans to 
discover more of Mexico and Mexico City in a social, 
economic and fun way; normally they have small groups of 
8 to 20 people on their (free) trips, inside or departing 
Mexico City. All trips in English and Spanish.

·MeetupGroup (English):
http://www.meetup.com/Internationals-in-Mexico-
City-Mexican-Welcome/

· FacebookGroup (English):
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1528020777414
606/

· Azteca Travel Tours Art
A small travel agency that can help you with economic day 
/ weekend / road trips, beach trips and National and 
International holidays:
Www.AztecaTTA.com. Website in Spanish, however they 
also speak English.
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