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CHAPTER I 
THE PROBLEM OF CHANGE AND CONTINUITY 

IN THE HISTORIC CENTER 

Introduction 

Change and continuity are challenges arising with the 
modern city. The continuous succession of historic epoches and 
their affirmation through substitution or overlapping processes of 
different building fabrics had been the main characteristic of old 
cities. The layers and overlapping of the different epoches are the 
essence of urban reality. In that essence rests the continuity 
which is one of the fundamental social and economic values of the 
city. 

It is through change—additions, adaptations, 
transformations—that the city witnesses the permanency and 
reinforcement of the use values that do not deny but rather renew 
those of the preceding epoch. The coexistence of the different 
epoches in layers of urban fabric or building parts is possible 
thanks to the immutability of some urban functions. The city as a 
place for information and exchange of messages and goods, as a 
collective expression/ representation, and as a symbolic form. All 
these clues achieve an extraordinary coherence in the historic 
center, not found in any modern developments. 

Giorgio Piccinato says about the pre-industrial city that "...it 
is mainly an instrument of the collective life, a place for rites and 
public functions." 1 One characteristic of the historic centers is 
their spatial organization, which fosters people's participation in 
collective life. That would explain the abundance of public spaces 
in old cities—plazas, courtyards, arcades, terraces, stairs—that 
sometimes overlap with private properties. 

It seems evident that such a complex system of inter
relationships between individuals and society cannot expand 
indefinitely. The Industrial Revolution introduced critical changes, 
and today the situation is even more dramatic with the new 
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factors for that change were the explosive population growth, and 
the urbanization provoked by the need for workers for the new 
industries. These factors helped generate the discontinuity 
between the old and the modern city. There was a need for a 
different city. 

For the old city the change involved becoming an economic 
asset, losing the values of use or service, and being the answer to 
collective needs. The demand for housing was so great that the old 
city was unable to fulfill these needs in an organic way. Collective 
or small properties were replaced by large landowners who used 
the banner of progress and urban renewal to destroy the existing 
urban fabric. The recurrent reasons were the sanitation of 
buildings or of entire sections of a city, traffic needs, and the 
control of crime and protests. 

The city was established as a capital good, and re-
structuration works became basic elements in making urban land 
more profitable. New development patterns sprawled the city 
toward the periphery, through the acquisition and development of 
the land surrounding the old city. Planning was used to mitigate 
the damages produced by the uncontrolled growth. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, zoning laws appeared 
as rules for the neutral articulation of spatial functions. Soon, 
zoning revealed itself as a political instrument, often used for 
social segregation. Zoning is an artificial differentiation of groups 
and activities: parks, commercial, industrial and administrative 
areas, and even different residential areas. The relatively compact 
character of the old city was broken, especially with differentiated 
urban standards depending on the cost of the developments. 
Nevertheless, the historic center kept its role as the administrative 
and commercial center, fundamental for the determination of land 
values. A process of expulsion of the original inhabitants of the old 
centers also started, as well as replacement buildings designed to 
fit better in the urban market. 
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The Use of the Historic Center 
The historic city, medieval and baroque, is difficult to insert 

in the urban market because of of its inhabitants' links and 
solidarity with it. The powerful states of the last century made 
attempts at urban and social sanitation. An example is 
Haussmann's plan for Paris. It was a renewal program involving 
the creation of a system of public services—markets, hospitals, 
parks, technical infrastructure—needed by the city. The innovation 
was the creation of new avenues. An extensive street network 
was built to link downtown with the railroad stations and the 
peripheral neighborhoods, although this was accomplished by 
breaking the existing fabric, enlarging or widening existing axis, or 
laying out new ones. Thus, a new infrastructure network was 
imposed upon the old districts of Paris.2 

Haussmann's was not an addition of new parts to an already 
built city, but rather an authentic conquest of the old city by the 
new social forces. There are many reasons to justify these actions: 
sanitation, military strategy and public order, traffic and 
circulation, and representativity. But it was also a speculative 
intervention financed with private funds, giving an economic and 
political meaning to the operation. 

The case of Vienna, although contemporary to Haussmann's 
works in Paris, is different. In 1857 the walls of the old city were 
demolished to facilitate the relation between the historic center 
and the new peripheral areas. Thus a Ring was created and public 
buildings and parks were built. Areas not used were sold to help 
finance the cost of the project.^ The intervention's objective was 
to support the creation of new residential areas and to create a 
representative structure able to provide cohesion and articulation 
to the different city areas. In economic terms it became more 
profitable to develop the public areas of the Ring, more immediate 
and secure, than to attempt the recomposition of the old center. 

The innovative aspect of this case is that the historic center 
was isolated as a unity in relation with the other parts of the city. 
Instead of proposing its reconstruction, it was efficiently inserted 
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in the new urban dimension. Other problems for Vienna's historic 
center were the loss of representative functions, and the 
replacement of old buildings. But that was because the economic 
forces always try to recover the values that are frozen in the old 
and deteriorated buildings. Nevertheless, the historic center of 
Vienna is safe, much more so than in Paris. 

The Impact of Change 
Change in cities can be very rapid, and it can be for better or 

for worse. A city or a part of it can thrive or decline in a period of 
years or months. The only certainty is that nothing is immune to 
change, and change is reflected in the city. 

The pace of change is faster nowadays, and it has affected all 
levels of society. Society itself has suffered the transformation 
from agricultural-based economies to manufacturing economies, 
more recently the shift to service-based economies, and we are 
now witnessing the start in the developed countries of the 
information age. 

It is possible to locate the start of that rapid change with the 
concentration of people in cities demanded by the Industrial 
Revolution. First the existing cities were crowded, and later they 
began to extend to their surroundings, most of the times creating 
terrible living conditions for the new urban population. This 
provoked criticisms of all aspects of life which demanded and 
influenced further social, political, and economic changes. From 
the falanstere to the ideal cities of Ebenezer Howard in 
architecture and urban planning, to the economic and social 
theories of Marx—which were nurtured by the living conditions in 
nineteenth century European industrial cities. 

If we compare living conditions in the cities during the 
nineteenth century with today's standards, the comparison will be 
positive. But that comparison should include the loss of some 
qualities of life, as the organic patterns of urban growth and the 
problems produced by the new technological developments now 
seems more intractable than ever before. 
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One of the most difficult problems today is housing. In Third 
World countries housing conditions for most of the people are as 
bad as those of the past century in the European industrial cities, 
and in developed countries the poor groups are segregated to 
inadequate and old parts of the cities. To this picture it is 
necessary to add the very high rate of the urban growth, the 
formal variety of today's architecture, and patterns of real state 
speculation. 

Until the last century architecture was limited by the 
available technologies, the choice of construction materials, and the 
accepted styles. These limitations almost unconsciously produced 
an harmonious relation with the context. Moreover there was an 
operative continuity of history looking for the modification and 
enhancement of the environment, the same building that was 
replaced served as a model for the new one. 

Modern architecture was the first architectural movement 
that totally rejected the past as a model, and that was possible 
because of the new resources available by the end of the past 
century: metal structures, reinforced concrete, and elevators. 
These developments allowed the creation of a new urban form. 
The new buildings could have any form, without style or scale 
limitations. 

In its rejection of the existing context, the Modem movement 
advocated itself to the creation of objects rather than spaces. 
Indeed, Modern architecture blurred the distinction between the 
interior and exterior space.^ In my opinion this is the main cause 
of its failure: its inability to generate and support community life. 
Perhaps the building was excellent, but it was also unable to 
transcend that excellence to the urban level. 

To be able to break with style, architects implemented the 
dictum "form follows function." Traditionally the fa9ade shaped 
the interior spaces, but Modern architects considered the building's 
fa9ade as regulated by interior functions. The result were 
buildings unrelated to their context, and visual anarchy was the 
common outcome of their insertion in the urban fabric. To achieve 
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an harmonious relation between the new and the old became 
almost impossible. "Architecture was cut off from tradition, and 
by giving aesthetic value to functionalism it was also separated 
from any viable aesthetic theory."5 This chaotic effect was able to 
invade the street, the neighborhoods, and the city, destroying the 
originally balanced urban image. 

The relation between the new and the old is a condition of a 
city's life. The city that stops changing becomes a museum. But 
the anonymity created by Modern architecture proved to be 
unable to create a real sense of place. The ultimate anonymity is 
represented by the atrium building: self-sufficient, inward looking, 
with limited access to the public. This kind of exclusivity destroys 
community life, more so when accompanied by abstract, 
windowless glass walls. 

The reaction against this type of architecture can be 
exemplified by two buildings. First, the Pompidou Center in Paris, 
a visual feast of technological engineering. Its aggressive and 
dramatic imposition fulfilled the purpose of generating activity in 
its unique setting, but it is difficult to imagine a whole 
neighborhood changed in this way. The second example is Michael 
Graves' Portland Building, directed toward more decorative forms. 
"Graves indulged himself in games of quotation and irony."6 
However, the power of irony is the power of negation. That is the 
case of many contemporary architects that use past architecture as 
a formal reserve for aesthetic play. "What matters is to be 
interesting, and what makes an architect's work interesting is not 
obedience to an ideal or some inherited convention, but the ability 
to stay just one step ahead of what is currently accepted or 
expected."7 What is clear at this moment is that there is no 
emerging style or convention sought by many as a basis for solving 
the mistakes made in the townscape. 

Another great problem, and a major source of change in 
cities, is vehicular transportation. New streets have divided what 
used to be coherent and integrated neighborhoods—often the same 
neighborhoods that they tried to articulate with the rest of the 
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city! Private cars have allowed people to commute from suburbs 
to city centers, where parking is scarce and expensive. The cities 
are no longer pedestrian-oriented, but linear and fragmented. The 
classic examples are first Los Angeles and then Las Vegas and its 
commercial strip, promoted by Venturi as a source of lessons for 
urban designers.8 The changes made are piecemeal: widening the 
streets, destroying the corners of buildings just to speed cars to the 
next bottleneck five hundred meters ahead. The car has taken 
some of the finest areas of our cities. 

Then there is the paradox of declining and thriving cities. 
The former decays due to the loss of economic activities, while the 
latter promotes rapid change, but the result is the same: the 
destruction of old buildings and of the urban fabric. In declining 
cities it is the lack of maintenance and abandonment. In the case 
of thriving cities it is the economic pressure to maximize the use of 
land, which becomes more valuable than the buildings. The profits 
made through land speculation are bigger than those realized from 
construction, transforming the latter in an irrelevant complement. 
Construction is only seen as a way to increase the potential value 
of the land, and it is not important if it is well planned or 
executed.9 

Changes in land-ownership patterns have been essential to 
the scale of the new developments. The pre-industrial pattern was 
fragmented and responsive to people's pride and aspirations, but 
with the possibility of bigger and higher buildings that situation 
changed. Speculative investments were not measured in 
qualitative terms any longer. Economic profit became the criteria 
for success. Imagine the effect of new developments such as the 
World Trade Center in New York or Sears Tower in Chicago, each 
with tens of thousands of employees and visitors. The pressure 
upon the area where those buildings are located is tremendous, 
and it is common for new developments to not be fully occupied 
until ten or fifteen years after completion. 

Tourism is also an important factor to be considered in 
historic cities. In Mexico tourism is the second most important 
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source of income for the country, after the oil industry. It is a 
powerful force that can have positive and negative effects. For old 
cities tourism can mean the support that can save them from 
extinction. On the other hand, a common problem is the 
displacement of the actual inhabitants of those centers to 
accommodate the infrastructure needed to receive masses of 
tourists. A paradox is that very often tourism destroys the places 
that attract it. Spending power and the introduction of foreign 
values are many times stronger than the local values and culture. 

What makes urban problems more intractable today are the 
powerful and numerous generators of change: specialized agencies 
like the traffic authority or the police, the urban planning 
department, the bus company, private entrepreneurs, and so on. 
No matter how good their intentions are, their unconnected 
activities make control impossible. The urban environment 
becomes unattainable in its totality, and each aspect—economy, 
functionality, beauty—has to be dealt separately with different 
disciplinary instruments and operative systems, although in the 
practice they become incompatible. How can change be controlled 
in a modern and democratic city? 

Mexico City clearly exemplifies the chaotic future of 
uncontrolled cities. Water pollution and scarcity, and air and noise 
pollution make Mexico City one of the most unpleasant and 
dangerous urban environments, estimated 20 million for 1990 and 
30 million for the year 2000. 

Cities seem to have become unsustainable, lacking the 
adequate maintenance of their fabric and infrastructure. Declining 
standards in the provision of services is an endemic characteristic 
of many cities, along with crime and the outward movement by 
affluent people provoking the decline of the old center and the loss 
of tax income for the city. 

One has to be careful to notice change in cities. Our attention 
is anesthetized to pay attention only to what we are seeking. It is 
with time that change becomes evident to us. We may have lost 
our ability to experience cities. We are losing the quality of life 



and values that took generations to refine and that are a living 
part of our culture. Not all cities underwent these changes, but 
change does not imply that it is for the worse. A big fire always 
starts as a littie fire: change becomes dangerous when it passes 
unnoticed. 

Control of Change 

Since change has been recognized as the producer of unity or 
disruption, the question is how to control change. This is specially 
difficult because of the number of individuals involved and the 
variety of their aspirations and initiatives. The continuity and 
protection of the built environment can be enforced by acquisition 
of land and buildings by the government, or in a society that gives 
more power to the state by creating rigid controls upon the 
interventions in the urban fabric. 

Younger countries with a pioneering spirit, or undeveloped 
countries with a misunderstood idea of progress, are more 
reluctant to accept the concepts of intervention in urban 
developments. But each country has an economical, political, and 
administrative organization and culture that makes every situation 
different regarding the possibilities of accepting control measures. 

The main aspects to be controlled are urban growth and the 
provision and quality of services. Other controls can also be 
implemented, such as health and construction codes which can 
regulate construction materials and techniques, minimum room 
sizes, ventilation, light, and so on. The purpose of these regulations 
is to produce an ordered urban development. Many times 
regulation efforts have been focused on protecting, enhancing, or 
creating an harmonious urban image. A frequent problem is that 
that these aesthetic intentions have proved to be inadequate in 
periods of explosive growth. 

The living and working conditions in industrial cities 
provoked the revision of all aspects of life, and the development of 
new concepts in urban planning. An issue that was severely 
questioned made change synonymous with improvement. It was 
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because of the operative continuity of history that nobody else 
before thought that the new could be inferior to the old. In the 
nineteenth century people became interested in the preservation 
and restoration of buildings. At first small and elitist groups 
spread the interest throughout society, reflecting a renewed 
interest in history as well as the power and influence of these 
elites. 

The aim of planning is to regulate change, to maximize the 
public good, and minimize any possible harm. The means are 
through controls of land use or changes in it, and controls of 
density. On many occasions planning authorities can only suggest 
better ways of doing developments. Benevolo criticizes the focus 
of planning in the creation of new developments, saying that it is 
inadequate to the existing settings when the same regulations are 
applied without any changes. 

Specific cases have their own characteristics, and how each is 
solved involves the political and cultural traditions of each 
country. For example, in the city of Guanajuato the State 
Government recently built the new State Archives. The new 
building is located in the "monumental area" of the city. The 
building is out of scale, and was objected to by the architects' 
association. Nevertheless it seemed as if the authorities were 
exempt from the planning controls they are supposed to enforce, 
by being the judge and jury at the same time. (See Photograph 1.) 

In the United States control can only be achieved by 
ownership of the land. Two examples of this kind of control are 
Epcot center in Florida and Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia. 1 1 
The former is a unique case of complementary urban systems, 
intended to create the city of the future. The latter is the whim of 
Rockefeller to rebuild rather than restore the old Capital of 
Williamsburg. 12 Indeed the United States are the ultimate 
example of planning left to private enterprise. 

Also in the United States, during the 1970s the 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) emerged as a planning 
device to study the possible effects of large projects on the quality 
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of the human environment. Unfortunately, litigation on the very 
concept of environment has limited its scope, and therefore the 
issues that the EIS could regulate. 

Each country has a different approach to planning issues. 
Protection of the architectural patrimony is one of these issues. 
The first step to be taken is the inventory of buildings and districts 
considered valuable. Each country is at a different stage of this 
process. In the United States, for instance, the owner of the 
building is free to decide if he or she wants the building listed. In 
Mexico and in most of the less developed countries the agencies 
dedicated to this task have very limited personnel and resources. 
Younger countries also used to pay little attention to their old 
buildings. On the other hand, older countries have so many old 
buildings that they took them for granted, being less strict in 
giving permissions to demolish, modify, or restore them. 

A problem that cities have to face is overplanning, which can 
have negative effects. Planning is just a facilitator for the creation 
of a better and diverse city. Too much planning can promote ideal 
solutions based on Utopian models which cannot survive even a 
public consultation. It is impossible to achieve a perfect planning 
solution. The objective should be to produce a plan within the 
range of acceptable solutions. 

Continuity 
Historic cities have a delicate balance. A drastic proposal is 

more likely to damage their fabric than to strengthen it. The 
insensitive application of the Athens Charter's recommendations 
lead to the creation of boring, unresponsive, and unrepresentative 
environments, and to the destruction of the existing urban fabric 
in old cities. 

Today new and more fashionable theories often lead to the 
same results. It is desirable to recover the organic patterns of 
growth that shaped the pre-industrial cities. The temptation to 
translate the organic growth into specific guidelines is very 
attractive. But reality has proved to be more complicated. 
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There are two strategies for planning in the historic centers. 

One is to reduce change to a minimum in order to facilitate the 
protection of the old buildings and the historic center. The second 
is to replace outdated buildings, introduce new uses to the historic 
center, create new transportation systems, adaptation of the street 
patterns, and so on. 

There are three accepted criteria for retaining old buildings: 
first is the implicit artistic or architectural value; second is the 
historic value, either of the place or given by historic associations; 
and third by its function as "accompaniment" architecture that 
helps to create the sense of place. 

The concept of accompaniment is very important to the 
preservation of cities because it is essential to both continuity of 
the urban image and continuity of time. It gives importance to the 
group of buildings, with the idea that an isolated monument loses 
its coherence and meaning. It also points out that the street 
pattern possess historic importance by itself. 

After taking inventory of the buildings to be preserved. 
Benevolo divides preservation into four categories: Restoration, 
Rehabilitation, Restructuration, and Reconstruction.! 3 

Restoration tries to consolidate a building, eliminate the 
incompatible additions, and introduce compatible modifications to 
ensure the same or an analogous use. 

Rehabilitation involves consolidation of the building and the 
elimination of incompatible additions to guarantee its duration, 
and if necessary eliminating any modern use as well. 

Restructuration seeks the transformation of a building, 
keeping some of its parts while replacing others, to allow a wider 
variety of modern uses that may correspond or not to the old ones. 

Reconstruction takes place when the original building has 
been destroyed and is replaced with an individual replica, or 
referred to a recurrent type in order to achieve at a higher level 
the restoration, rehabilitation, or restructuration of the whole of 
which the building is part. 
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These four operations find their unity in continuous 
maintenance: the day-to-day care of the living environment. If 
maintenance—understood as permanent intervention—is not 
ensured, then temporary interventions cannot suffice to protect 
the old environment and its values. In order to achieve continuous 
maintenance there must be coherence between the physical 
environment and the social group that lives in it. 

Preservation slows down change, allowing creative control. 
Restoration is necessary because fast change is the main threat to 
the historic center, and one of the most critical problems of our 
time. Modern societies are lacking the ability to adapt to the 
increasing rate of change, not to its content or direction. 

It is impossible to stop change in a city, but groups of 
buildings or parts of the city can be preserved to keep the quality 
of the place. It is evident that buildings—public or private, big or 
small—in order to survive have to be fruitfully used. The same 
idea applies to the historic center. If the historic center is 
preserved just for tourism purposes, that will be a limitation to its 
potential. People who live there must feel free to use it. and 
vacant sites may be filled with new buildings that integrate 
harmoniously with the context. 

The motives behind the conservation effort must be clear. 
These motives may be functional, emotive, cultural, or simply the 
fear of change. Often there is conflict defining for whom the 
buildings or the area is to be preserved, who is going to finance the 
preservation, and to what extent the owner of a building or site 
wants to limit his or her rights to develop his or her property. 

Contradictory policies can also affect preservation. For 
example, in protected areas in Mexico it is common to find 
buildings protected by preservation laws, but declared suitable 
only for demolition by the Health Department while the Public 
Works office is recommending major restructuration! 

A serious problem arises when entire historic areas are in 
serious decay, which also involves the loss of the original functions 
of the area. Only through creative planning can appropriate 
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functions be found for these areas. To revitalize declining areas it 
is important to attract people. The historic center should be a 
place where the people, not only the tourists, want to be. 
Impersonal buildings, out of scale and lacking rhythm, must be 
avoided. 

Papageorgiu defines aesthetic control as control over the 
external appearance and visual impact of development. 1^ But the 
degree to which aesthetic control should be exercised is a 
controversial issue. New buildings can be restricted by zoning 
ordinances, design performance standards, and construction codes. 
However, contemporary architects and urban designers are more 
conscious of the context surrounding their proposals. Often these 
good intentions are not enough. Regulations can prevent a disaster 
in terms of incompatibility of a new development, but they cannot 
stop mediocre results. Nevertheless, all that planning can do is 
ensure an orderly city—which does not necessarily mean beautiful 
or exciting—and provide a framework within which excellence can 
be achieved. A rigorous and mechanical application of these 
regulations will produce monotonous and irrelevant buildings. 
Flexibility is desirable in the authorities and committees in charge 
of reviewing design proposals, in order to encourage creativity and 
responsiveness to the context. 

The developer has to be advised about the most suitable uses 
for a building or site in a historic center. A situation where the 
architect or the urban designer and planner are the only ones 
involved with the decision of maintaining the character of a place 
will represent a misunderstanding of the problem's complexity. 
Rarely have the roles of the developer or investor been drawn into 
the debate over design quality. "Planners and developers rarely 
have good design as one of their priorities." ^̂  If the designer is 
left alone, it is probable that he or she would decide for an 
unimaginative and safe pastiche, likely to win acceptance by the 
rigid and unprepared review committees and by developers who 
prefer less conflictive proposals that will produce quick revenues. 
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The minimum to be expected is an architecture of good 
manners, that requires humility by the designer and the 
understanding that not all buildings can be masterpieces. 
Nevertheless, urban space is principally defined by buildings, and 
new constructions and rehabilitations offer endless alternatives for 
the creation of new focal points, new spatial relationships, new 
plazas, etc. The designer facing these specific situations has to 
avoid the temptation to do "great" architecture rather than seek 
good urban design. 

In the historic center the car is a recurrent problem, and 
restrictions in their use are never well accepted. Cars, whether 
moving or stationary, and the lack of ability to receive them, had 
been the main cause for the modification of existing street patterns 
in old cities. 

One solution can be the improvement of public 
transportation, which can greatly reduce the number of private 
cars on the street as long as it is cheaper than using the car or 
parking it. However, this solution is generally unlikely. Only 
unbearable increases in gasoline prices can stop the rise in car 
ownership and/or use. In Argentina, the price of, and taxes on 
gasoline are so high that people limit the use of their cars, and 
there are no big supermarkets because the people cannot afford 
the use of the car just to buy groceries. 

In Mexico the pedestrianization of the main squares of 
several major cities has been a success. It overcame the reluctance 
of established commerce to accept the evidence that business 
volume invariably increased after the removal of traffic. The 
banning of motorized traffic can be total or selective, but always 
designed to keep the area alive and safer for the people. 
Sometimes it is not possible to pedestrianize the entire historic 
center, but an effort has to be made to protect pedestrians and to 
limit cars. Francoise Choay says about Paris today that it is a city 
where you cannot stroll anymore: the car has invaded the city.l ^ 

It is desirable to keep the car outside the historic center. 
Parking structures can be "sympathetically" designed, as in Santa 
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Fe, or can be built underground like in Leon or Quebec City. 
Preferably, traffic should be routed around the historic center. 
Another possibility is to route traffic under the historic center, but 
this can be an expensive solution. 

All this is part of making places attractive to people, where 
they perform their daily and also their extraordinary activities. Or 
in the words of Aldo Rossi, "the architect only prepares 
instruments, the terrain, builds the necessary structures for the 
development of life." 17 The historic center can fulfil the need of a 
forum for the people. It is necessary to rediscover the art of 
creating open spaces. People, shelter, vegetation, water, 
sculptures, street furniture, lighting, signs, outdoor advertising, 
paving: all these are important elements when designing open 
spaces. How are all these conflicting elements of the street scene 
going to be fashioned to keep the street as a harmonious whole in 
the changing city? And who has the responsibility of preserving 
and creating new places? 

It is the designer's and planner's job to see that the city is a 
fine place. That means not only designing harmonious furniture 
and lighting, planting trees and so on, but also providing adequate 
housing and working conditions, making public transportation 
work, finding compatible uses for the area. These are qualitative 
aspects that cannot be analyzed by feeding information to a 
computer. There are no absolute answers. Different people and 
ideologies have different points of view on the problem. 
Successful problem solving requires finding the right solution to 
the right problem. We often fail because we address ourselves to 
the wrong problem rather than because we obtained the wrong 
solution to the right problem. "The problems we select for solution 
depend more on our philosophy and world view than on our 
science and technology."^ ° 

However, preserving the historic place should not be equated 
with revivals of old buildings. Fa^adism, no matter how well done, 
diminishes the genuine and confuses the difference between the 
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real and the make-believe. The danger is to prefer the make-
believe over the real. 

The designer must be able to represent in his or her design 
the spirit of the time. Excellence in these designs ought to be 
expected, understanding excellence as the best of what is possible. 
Today there are great pressures to impose the popular values, but 
values are subjective and do not imply quality. According to 
Kristen Harries, submission to popular tastes perverts freedom. He 
refers to Ruskin when the latter chose the Gothic style because it 
would be popularly regarded with sympathy. "There is the danger 
of substitute theatrical appearance for reality." 19 Classical music 
is obviously richer in content than country music. The same can 
be said if one compares Impressionists masters with the 
supergraphic artists, Paris with Las Vegas. This has littie or 
nothing to do with ideologies or social justice. If we make a virtue 
of that failure by considering the popular preference as more 
important than the real culture, it will be akin to lowering the 
educational standards because the students are not passing their 
examinations. It will be a cultural and social suicide. 

In terms of social justice there is criticism against the 
concentration of resources in protecting special areas for cultural 
reasons, and not using these resource in ill attended areas. That is 
especially true when the revitalization of an historic center or 
neighborhood forces the displacement of the original inhabitants of 
those areas. That happened in Philadelphia after Society Hill was 
rehabilitated. It is a contradiction that the buildings can be 
upgraded but their users cannot. 

A common planning practice was the elaboration of master 
plans, finite proposals that disregarded time as a factor. If 
circumstances change, needs change, so the the objectives must 
change. Planning must be an open-ended process, a healing 
activity that creates unity in the city.20 Designers should be able 
to provide the city with ideas and physical reference points that 
can enhance the relation between the past and the present, which 
is the essence of a living community. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter change was recognized as an essential 
element in the character of historic centers. But rapid change was 
pointed out as the main threat to that character, because of its 
scale and size. The organicity of the growth process was broken by 
the Industrial Revolution. An issue emphasized throughout is that 
the environment is shaped not only by architects and planners, but 
in great measure by economic and political forces as well. 

Some of the problems that obstruct the desirable continuity 
in the historic center are its unsuitedness to modem forms of 
transportation, the loss of traditional functions and inhabitants, 
speculation with urban land, and the lack of maintenance of the 
old buildings. Therefore, special planning policies are needed to 
ensure the preservation of the historic context and its character. 

Preservation has an important role in slowing down change. 
Planning in the historic center must be based on preservation, not 
just consider it as a part of the general policies. However, when 
changes are needed in the historic center, it is not valid to design 
the new additions as if they were old. That will mean the creation 
of a theatrical scenography. The present has to be noticeable in 
the past context. Only in this way the historic center can be a 
viable alternative for the future. 
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CHAPTER II 
DESIGN OF NEW BUILDINGS IN 

HISTORIC CONTEXTS 

Introduction 

The problem of incorporating new buildings into historic 
contexts is as old as architecture, because architecture has always 
regarded the possibilities and challenges of change. 

Almost any building that is considered historic is likely to 
have suffered several modifications that define its evolutionary 
cycle. All interventions continue this process in the history of the 
old structure marking the social, cultural, and historical reality at 
the moment of the intervention. 

These changes are not only changes of use, but of 
architectural and constructional systems as well, and in many of 
them we can appreciate the accumulation of different styles, 
construction systems, functional concepts, and so on. 

A building or a city has finished or completed its lifespan 
when it has depleted its constructive capability, that means a 
quality of being with a stable condition, or when by ideological, 
cultural, religious, political, or military reasons it is considered 
that the building has fulfilled its life cycle. It is difficult to 
deplete the constructive capability of a building. This occurs only 
in the case of hidden vices or through unusual natural forces such 
as fires or earthquakes—like the one that damaged the historic 
center of Mexico City in September of 1985. The second cause is 
the main reason for destroying and/or replacing buildings. In 
addition, in almost all historic areas there are unoccupied lots or 
sites with provisional constructions which present the possibility 
of erecting new buildings there. 

It is important to point out that before the Industrial 
Revolution construction materials were often reused—elements 
which, in certain way, served as a connection between the old and 
the new product. As Leonardo Benevolo observes, the buildings 
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and objects from the past were considered models for the creation 
of new structures, and this assured the operative continuity 
between the past and the present. Although the objects were less 
important, "It was necessary to know them, but it was possible to 
modify and destroy them within that continuity."! 

Elements that Modify the Prior Situarion 
At the start of the Industrial Revolution many changes took 

place, which resulted in a multiplicity of mutations in all orders of 
life. All these changes were observed in architecture because it is 
a reflection, or better, a materialization of the wills and feelings of 
an epoch. 

Several factors contributed to this changing situation. The 
first factor is cultural, that is to say, the change from a pre-
industrial society to what we understand today as modern or 
industrial society. One of its fundamental principles is the 
creation of a consumer consciousness which has, at its core, the 
acceptance by the individual of the premise that the new is 
always better. It seems evident now that, often, new products did 
indeed have elements which made them qualitatively superior, 
but also that these elements could be incorporated to existing 
realizations without necessarily creating a conflict. 

The second factor deals with the economic and social orders. 
The development of industrial centers brought with it the over
valuation of the central areas of cities. New industries helped 
develop the service sector, displacing from urban centers the 
housing markets because of both higher land prices and new uses 
for inner city spaces. 

The third factor is technical. The growth of industry had a 
fundamental impact on the creation and development of new 
construction technologies, which allowed for the realization of 
architectural concepts previously unfeasible. The clearest 
example here is the possibility of vertical development. 

The fourth factor is administrative. In most countries, 
administrative and economic factors are correlated—for example, 
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in the legislation covering the urban centers. The over-valuation 
of the city's central areas allowed the construction of buildings 
taller than the existing ones, prompting an increase in the 
potential value of the land on which the old buildings were 
located. A systematic destruction of old buildings followed. Also, 
the development of the peripheral areas helped complicate the 
situation by removing functions that used to be in the historic 
center to the periphery, such as housing and commercial 
functions. Another aspect of this administrative philosophy was 
the desire to implement the new urban planning ideas and 
concepts of urban planning in areas with different needs and 
characteristics, also leading to the destruction of the old urban 
centers. 

The fifth factor is communication. Most of the discourse and 
understanding which conventionally have to do with architecture 
and the city have become heavily media-dependent. Instead of 
experiencing architectural and urban situations, one's knowledge 
of architecture is through photographs. The media's selectivity 
and its subtie influence makes us believe that these distant 
objects and places have an inherent superiority to those in which 
we live, without seriously analyzing either of the two. 

These five factors influence cities in a decisive manner, but 
it is mainly the presence of the economic and the administrative 
factors that brings about the systematic destruction of buildings in 
the old urban centers, because of the inadequate scale in order to 
obtain the highest floor area possible. The technical factor is 
usually just a means to an end. On the other hand, cultural factors 
are not easily manipulated. All cultural movements have to fight 
the inertia of the models they want to replace, and initially only a 
small but powerful cultural elite is willing to adopt the new 
values. • 

Elements Which Retard or Reverse Development 
The situation created in all orders of life by the post-

industrial period promoted a new attitude toward change. Even if 
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It is true that modern architects helped arrest the disappearance 
of a great number of historic buildings and sites, they also 
introduced negative concepts about ways of understanding them. 
First, through a notion of architecture as a cycle closed in itself, 
thus denying its potential for change; and second, by eliminating 
any critical confrontation with the past as architectural fact. 

There were two main factors leading to this new attitude: 
(1) The disenchantment with industrial development 

following the unfulfilled high expectations held by generations. 
This disenchantment included a decrease in the quality of life that 
provoked a useless desire to go back to the cultural values of the 
past epoches. This impulse was reflected in almost all orders of 
life and had, in architecture, its own expression. This situation 
goes against prevalent values, using as a key idea the over
valuation of the old.2 

(2) The conscious reaction against the uniformitization of 
architecture, not only at the individual but also at the collective 
level. This is a result of the increased contacts at all levels— 
cultural, technical, political, social—among all nations. Such a 
reaction stimulates each community to find its own essence. One 
of the elements characterizing a return to the past is an 
architecture focused upon elements which correspond to the most 
glorious and prosperous eras in the community.^ 

The problem lies in that both factors mark a regression, not 
as a new position facing the new circumstances but as a reaction 
against the present situation without a critical assessment leading 
to the definition of a new position vis-a-vis the new 
circumstances. When the cultural environment has evidently 
changed, stock answers cannot satisfy a different set of demands 
and new types of action are needed. 

Nevertheless, many contemporary architects like Teodoro 
Gonalez in Mexico, Rob Krier and Richard Rogers, with his Milan 
project represent design professionals who are seriously 
concerned with achieving a true contextual fit not based in 
theatrical scenography. 
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The most deplorable aspect of this problem is that conflict 
not only has not provoked positive actions upon historic buildings 
and their environments, but it has produced a new phenomenon: 
architectural developments which follow rules of past practices, 
repeating old schemes lacking real value, ignoring all or most of 
what has happened in the interval dividing the two realizations. 
This can be judged as fraud at all levels. 

Several factors have fostered this type of architectural 
"revival." The first is an education system that, with academicist 
acceptance, uncritically presents past architectural creations. 
Architecture is transmitted through a simple description of its 
aesthetic and constructive evolution, in which great emphasis was 
put on certain positive aspects. The goal was to relate different 
historical architectural facts with no regard to the degree of 
satisfaction of the needs that originated such a response. 

The second factor is a cultural atmosphere that always gave 
more importance to form than to function, and has rarely or never 
understood them as two elements in continuous interrelation 

Thirdly, administrative attitudes had an impact because 
their influence goes beyond individual preferences, as when it 
issues mandatory ordinances. Fourth and last, the practices of a 
great number of design professionals have also influenced 
attitudes toward the architecture of the past. Even though one of 
the main functions of the architect is to give expression to the 
intentions and feelings of the specific historic moment, that 
mission cannot be reduced to the transmission of these concerns. 
The architect has to use all his or her analytical capability and 
cultural baggage to be able to analyze the true concept underlying 
ideas and intentions at any given moment, to eliminate the 
anecdotal elements, and even re-appraise those he or she 
considers best reflect the authentic feeling of the specific time 
period. The architect's function should include the interpretation 
of contemporary feelings and ideas in the actual context, through 
whatever production means are available. 
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Toward a New Approach 

Arguments supporting the rejection of the simple repetition 
of past schemes come from three areas: cultural, technological, and 
economic. 

At a cultural level, one must acknowledge that each era has 
its own features which need to be recognized and respected. This 
attitude implies that while we have to cast a critical eye toward 
the past in order to accept or reject different aspects of it, one 
should not feel constrained or limited to a generalized acceptance 
or rejection of past elements or concepts. History proves that 
drastic changes which attempt to eliminate all the artistic and 
cultural legacies of earlier times usually result in a recessive 
movement. 

Each epoch also has produced its own technology, at times 
more dependent on aesthetic, religious, and other factors than on 
real constructive limitations. For example, after the Industrial 
Revolution the concept of work was redefined, resulting in the 
obsolescence of certain constructional techniques which were no 
longer capable of responding quantitatively to the changed 
conditions. A return to these construction techniques would be 
justified only in a restoration as an historical exercise. What I 
reject is the use of the appearance of these techniques to hide a 
constructive reality foreign to such images. Economic factors have 
a close relationship with cultural and technological factors, 
inasmuch as they have decisively influenced—for example—the 
development of new technologies. 

Analysis of Other Action Possibilities 
As an alternative to the method based on the repetition of 

the past schemes, which I reject, three alternative strategies are 
available: 

(1) The first strategy is based on principles associated with 
the "international" style of architecture. Departing from functional 
assumptions, there developed a relatively homogeneous 
architecture that can be observed in a wide variety of cultural 
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environments. This architecture has often been a useful element 
in the development of new urban settlements, although there 
have been adaptation problems in urban areas with particular 
characteristics consolidated in other epoches. In the latter case 
the situation may approach critical levels, producing negative 
results that seriously damage the urban context. 

One would have to admit that the validity of a building 
increases as long as it is capable of receiving information and of 
understanding the specific motivations and constraints of its 
context. Only then can we accept or oppose these conditions, but 
in any case we will be giving an answer to all of them. What we 
cannot admit is an architecture that does not address these issues 
even when it knows of their existence. In such cases it would be 
exhibiting an incapacity to face problems in their totality, and 
thus it cannot be admitted as a valid option. 

The next two strategies, by contrast, assume context as the 
main constraint. 

(2) Historicist architecture can be called "integrationist by 
affinity." In addition to assuming the constraint of context, it goes 
beyond by striving to extract from context a catalog of the 
elements used, giving to those elements a new value and 
subordinating them to its own proposal. This catalog is taken from 
the existing construction and covers different aspects such as 
volume, composition, form, function, texture, rhythm, color, light, 
and others, depending on each specific case and circumstance.^ 

If historicist architecture avoids falling for the anecdote, it 
allows valid and effective proposals without unnecessary 
concessions that may fully answer the constraints and ways of 
being of a specific place and time. A number of buildings that 
meet these requirements can be identified, and their validity rests 
on the degree of compromise reached, which many times can be 
considered acceptable. For instance Hugh Jacobsen's Michigan 
Alumni Center; the Byker Wall in Newcastle, England, by Ralph 
Erskine; and the Roman Art Museum in Merida, Spain, by Rafael 
Moneo. 
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(3) Contrasted architecture is the third strategy. This is an 

architecture based on the principles and schemes of contemporary 
architecture, using appropriate technologies according to the 
circumstances of each project. Its main objective is to obtain an 
integration of the new building within the existing context, but not 
through mimetism. Quite the opposite, it aims to prove through 
contrast that it is possible to establish a harmonious relationship 
among different elements belonging to different epoches and made 
with different constructive systems.5 

The contrast argument, at first sight quite radical and 
rupturist, has been used with great success throughout the history 
of architecture. For the author this is the position that involves the 
greatest compromise, but also the one that best addresses the 
values and feelings of the specific epoch. Of course it also involves 
risks derived from such a compromise, and the designer must 
conduct a careful analysis of the contextual reality and of the 
potential effects of the new building. The lack of such analysis can 
produce quite negative results. 

The present study will be focused on the historicist and 
contrast strategies, because it is from the analysis of contextual 
and other constraints, and of specific needs, that one must carve 
the path to follow. 

Aspects to Consider: The Contemporary Facing 
the Historic 

Architecture does not have unalterable principles because it 
is not an empirical science. A valid proposal here and now can be 
invalid at a different place and time. The general mle is that it is 
difficult to use the same (good) solution in another place and time. 
Thus, one of the main qualities of the architect facing these 
situations has to be an ability to understand the specific 
characteristics of each place and time. 

Any historic center is a product of several epoches, each one 
expressing its values in the urban fabric. It can be said that the 
richer and more important an historic site, the more heterogeneous 
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are the elements that integrate it. The variety of styles in the 
piazza of San Marco in Venice is a good example. There are single 
monuments which contain several different styles within 
themselves. In Mexico City's downtown, archaeological ruins are 
adjacent to colonial, nineteenth century, and contemporary 
architecture. (See Figure 1.) How good or how bad is the 
relationship among these structures is another question. Each one 
of those stages was, in its time, contemporary and the precedent 
"historic." It is a heterogeneous mosaic that nevertheless still 
maintains a certain harmony—at least this is how it is perceived 
today. Other streets in the same historic centers are also composed 
of rather heterogeneous but nevertheless quite harmonious 
buildings. This sense of harmony may be due to the heights of the 
buildings, or the proportions in the openings, or the rhythm, or the 
materials used. 

The threshold between the harmonious and the incompatible 
is not always precisely defined. Unfortunately the eagemess for 
speculation or prestige often exceeds the need for clarity, and thus 
it is easy to label the bulks and contemporary towers as 
incompatible with the cultural legacy. The valued architectural 
examples remaining from prior epoches are diminished by the 
glass-and-concrete boxes that cannot relate well with their context. 

The above argument is only one reason to review the good 
examples of contemporary architecture compatible with its context 
that are available. A quick review of what has been achieved 
confirms that, indeed, it is possible to think about contemporary 
buildings as appropriate for an historic environment. For instance 
the addition to the Banamex building in Mexico City by Teodoro 
Gonzalez, (See Photograph 2.) and the Embassy of the United States 
in London by Eero Saarinen. Yet we are not even close to defining 
the threshold between the acceptable and the unacceptable, 
perhaps because the design methods followed in the production of 
those examples have not been sufficiently studied. 

Another aspect that must be considered when designing in 
historic contexts is the fact that existing stmctures already have a 
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testimonial value. They help us understand all the factors that 
intervene in a specific construction and are thus part of a cultural 
historic legacy which includes not only so-called "monumental" 
buildings but past architecture as a totality as well. 

In these interventions the existing factors have a different 
valuation in each case. New buildings require a different value 
scale because the user's needs and the general circumstances have 
to be taken into account. Therefore a key problem is that the 
valuation and possible hierarchy of elements has to be completely 
different for each circumstance. There are no rules or types that 
are always useful. They have to be devised in each particular 
circumstance, making all the more important a careful and 
objective analysis of the pre-existing reality in order to avoid 
superficial or idiosyncratic designs. 

Although there are many aspects to analyze, I will 
concentrate next only on those I consider inherent to the 
constructive action, mainly from the point of view of the sensual 
perception of architecture. 

Form and space. Gordon Cullen remind us that while a single 
building is architecture, two buildings is a townscape. No matter 
what is their relationship, the space among them can be felt as a 
tangible volume. The whole idea of the figure-ground plans is to 
represent it as positive space. The placement of buildings alters or 
creates the external space. A single building could not seem 
harmful in the drawing board, but the realization of the space 
comes only with the completion of the enclosing structures. 

Mass and scale. Humanity has put an architectural emphasis 
upon aspects it wanted to stand out in each epoch. If we analyze 
the greatest realizations in each historic or cultural period, it is 
possible to deduce its general characteristics and through them the 
underlying motivations. 

The disposition of volumes and their respective scales, not 
only within the same design but in relation with others in the 
same context, has a symbolic meaning. Valuation and meaning, 
despite changes, have always been comprised in general 
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guidelines. These guidelines underwent radical revisions at the 
start of the Industrial Revolution. Before the Industrial Revolution 
the great masses were associated with religious or political 
practices, specially in height (for example, cathedrals). On the 
other hand, when housing was associated with power and needed a 
large mass, its development was horizontal (for example, casties in 
France). 

What happens after the Industrial Revolution is the image of 
change itself in relation with values of use, which are altered to 
give primacy to different concepts evident in the big 
administrative and commercial buildings. Nevertheless, although 
the scale of priorities was transformed, it was common for the new 
buildings to keep the same symbolic meanings, but adapted to new 
functions (e.g., from monarchies to democratic systems of citizen 
participation). 

Composition. This is an aspect that has to be well known 
because of its relation with symbolic, cultural, social, and economic 
factors developed through the tastes of each epoch. Here lies the 
importance of knowing the currency of each one of these factors. 
For instance, the separation of the sexes has conditioned several 
compositive schemes in old buildings. Similarly, a collective 
housing unit has a social distribution that is conditioning the 
compositive scheme; if the situation is different during a posterior 
intervention, the compositive aspects derived from it must change. 
Such was the case in the old vecindades (communal housing) 
rebuilt after the 1985 earthquake in Mexico City. 

Rhythm. This is an essential element in architectural 
perception, and its deliberate modification can produce a severe 
lack of balance. The intention has to be clear, enabling the 
designer to control its effects at any moment. This factor has more 
limitations when there is a zone of uniform use that is normally 
reflected in the unity of the compositive rhythm, where its 
modification usually presents problems. 

On many occasions rhythm is accompanied by a functional 
code that is important to consider if the dominant use is modified. 
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That is because maintaining the rhythm above all considerations 
may result in counterproductive functional images of questionable 
validity. 

3page. The concept of space is,along with rhythm, the one 
which has the clearest perceptive signification value within 
architecture. Therefore its modification carries similar risks. 
Spatial schemes are closely related to the different notions of the 
political, social or religious order, and thus are bound to the 
specific characteristics of each place and time. 

Another important issue in collective spaces is the extemal 
manifestation of internal spaces. The modification of spatial 
aspects must control this internal-external relation, and in any 
case the potential use of the building must be analyzed giving 
preference to those spaces with valid characteristics, without 
necessarily being impaired. 

Color and textures. Color has been one of the elements that 
has been dealt with severity in ordinances for the protection of 
historic urban centers. Too often this is an attempt to maintain 
appearances rather than a serious effort to address the problems. 

It is noteworthy that in most of the historic-artistic centers 
praised for their great harmony and color unity, there is actually a 
mix of different colors and textures such as brick, stone, stucco, etc. 
Nevertheless, the rejection of new materials is often based on the 
premise of textural or color unity. What is really being rejected is 
the concept of the new, applied to either color, texture, or 
constructive techniques. 

A different case arises when color is the by-product of the 
exclusive use of a specific material, which is sometimes foreign to 
the place but may be the only material available. In this case color 
may become a determinant factor. The designer has to look for 
options based on the use of such material, but adapted to the 
actual circumstances. 

A purist argument at times defends limitations in color out of 
a supposed "respect for the past." What may be overlooked is that 
many times the available colors are not the colors used in the past. 
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For example, Antoniades uses the "white" Greece as a case in point; 
and the pre-Hispanic pyramids in Mexico, now mostiy 
monochromatic, were once brightly colored. 

Light. Light is an essential aspect in the perception of 
architectural space. It is evident that two similar volumes, equally 
placed but with different light, produce two different architectural 
spaces. These differences are so accentuated that the designer 
must know that in modifying illumination he or she is also 
modifying the space. Illumination is closely related to 
constructional technology and to interior thermal control factors, 
but it would be a mistake to continue imposing them as a factor of 
first importance since these limitations have been largely 
overcome. 

Symbology. Any architecture, from primitive to the most 
sophisticated, is impregnated with ideas and symbolic concepts 
reflected in plan organization, concept of space, and so on. This 
aspect is always present, although it may not always be 
consciously known. 

A great variety of symbolisms have existed—and continue to 
exist—varying according to their origin. In some cases it 
corresponds to signs or forms associated with certain concepts, 
either material or spiritual, such as the cross, the circle, and the 
star, associated with religious practices. In other cases symbols 
have their origins in forms common in past architectures, like 
pyramids, obelisks, arches, classical orders, domes, and others. 

Each culture has its own symbols. It is essential to be aware 
of their existence although they are not always intentionally used. 
The designer must never skip their analysis if he or she wants to 
foresee the possible perception and acceptance of his or her design. 

Situation and connection. An architectural element, when 
analyzed in isolation from its context, loses its validity. The 
greatest value of architectural work is as both reflection and 
testimony for the understanding of a nation's culture or history. If 
it is presented in partial or mutilated terms, it will offer a 
deformed vision and will lose its value as a didactic (and historic) 
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element. This is one very important reason to keep unique 
buildings and the fabric that configures them as well. When it is 
possible to analyze buildings through contrasts and interrelation 
they are better understood, and it is possible to learn from their 
positive and negative aspects. This is a major way for architecture 
to teach something more than anecdotal aspects and to become an 
authentic source of information and knowledge about the time in 
which the building was made. 

On the other hand, the only way to keep architecture 
valuable is by keeping it alive, through continuous recycling and 
revaluation of its elements and contexts. Thanks to this way of 
preserving the architectural past we can enjoy the historic 
buildings and urban centers that still remain. 

The notion of keeping historic urban centers alive is often 
confused with an exaggerated will to modernize which serves to 
hide other interests. Therefore it is better to avoid the flashy but 
risky renovation projects that can produce a rupture in the 
existing balance of the urban environment. This rupture is more 
likely to happen if certain new functions are not foreseen, leading 
to the displacement of integrated communities from their 
neighborhoods or urban centers (e.g., the so-called "gentrification" 
process). 

The conservation of the old urban centers involves 
implementing measures to preserve the accompaniment 
architecture, with special efforts to protect housing and a coherent 
policy for new realizations in unbuilt land. Similar attention has to 
be paid to the remodeling and recycling of existing buildings. The 
danger is that without these protective measures, the destruction 
taking place in unprotected historic centers will leave standing 
"historic" buildings as isolated anecdotes with doubtful meaning. 

The Iconic and Typological Design Methods 
in the Design of New Buildings 

Among the reasons explaining the aggression to an historic 
area when a contemporary building—incompatible with its 
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context—is built are: the pursuit of values of change over values of 
use; the priority of particular interests over social interests; and 
the prepotency and impunity of landowners and of private (and 
sometimes public) agents operating in cities. A separate problem 
is the focus adopted in the design. 

Four methods of architectural design have been identified: 
canonic, iconic, analogic, and pragmatic. A very simple definition 
of the four methods would be the next: a canonic or geometric 
method would be one in which the designer operates with 
geometric rules and relies on them to prefigure an architectural 
form. The iconic or typological method is the one in which the 
starting point is a source group of forms used to derive from them 
another one. In the analogical method the starting point would be 
a non-architectural form—mechanical, biological, conceptual,or 
other. Finally, in the pragmatic method the starting points would 
be experimentation and the utilization of given resources or 
premises.6 Applications of these concepts have established the 
influence of the iconic or typological methods upon architectural 
restoration activities. 

If in order to determine the form of a new building the 
starting point is an already built form, the iconic method of design 
is involved. The image of the existing building serves as a model 
and inspiration to derive from it another image yet to be built. 
Such is the case in many restoration projects where fidelity to the 
original form of the building has special relevance. An extreme 
example of this can be the reconstruction of the entire historic 
center of Warsaw. 

The iconic method can also be used when a new construction 
is simply imitating an old one. Some of the buildings and porticos 
of the zocalo (main square) in Mexico City, and even the upper 
floors of the National Palace, were designed through this 
procedure. (See Photograph 3.) After half a century that 
experience can be judged with indulgence, but back then it was the 
center of criticism and excited discussions. The compatibility 
between contemporary and historic constructions discussed in the 
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1964 Venice Charter does not refer to those timid attempts, in any 
case scenographic, but to more sincere forms that reflect the 
presence of the contemporary epoch in the new buildings 
constructed in historic centers. 

Any imaginative use of the iconic method requires more 
inspiration than literal support in the language of historic 
architecture, re-interpreting it in contemporary terms. This is a 
valid technique in other arts that can give good results in 
architecture if a careful examination of altematives is made, with 
the advantage that it does not eliminate the creativity inherent to 
architectural design and, at the same time, allows the designer to 
have control over questions of compatibility between the old and 
the new. 

From this perspective, some post-modernist proposals on 
typological design (as in the case of the Krier brothers and Rossi) 
should be examined carefully. It is worth noticing that these 
architects are from European countries which have low growth 
rates and urbanization and dedicate more time and resources to 
the preservation and recycling of their architectural legacy. Here 
the question of new buildings in historic contexts requires a 
theoretical base to clarify these aspects of design methodology. 

A building designed following the typological method is more 
likely to integrate well within the existing context. While a new 
building may not always improve the environment, it is less likely 
to affect it negatively. 

Mexico needs to develop better controls and regulation 
mechanisms affecting land and construction in historic areas. The 
norms and ordinances that the designer has to follow are 
rudimentary, and the people in charge of their application often 
prefer an extreme iconic method, that is, a literal copy, an extra-
logical imitation. Thus, important decisions for the city's image are 
left in the hands of unqualified officials or committees with no real 
representativity. 
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Conclusion 

The second chapter analyzed the problem of how to conduct 
interventions in the historic centers, in order to maintain harmony 
and continuity in the context. The main factors that produced the 
loss of the organic patterns of growth were briefly analyzed, 
pointing out the administrative and economic reasons as the main 
causes for the disruption of the formerly stable environments. 

The disenchantment with the actual condition of cities and 
the rejection of abstract modern buildings were recognized as a 
regressive reaction against the character of modern developments. 
This situation has promoted the repetition of past schemes, which 
generally fail in representing the real spirit of today. 

In the analysis of alternatives, historicism that does not 
follow the anecdotes, and contrasted contemporary architecture 
were annotated as viable design approaches in historic centers. 
Several aspects to be considered in interventions or the design of 
new buildings were listed as relevant issues in achieving a 
compatible solution. Finally, an imaginative use of the iconic 
design method was recommended. "Architecture emerges from 
history, and can only be understood and practiced if closely 
attended in its historical context."^ 
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Photograph 2. Addition to the Banamex 
Building, Mexico City. 
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Photograph 3. National Palace, Mexico City. 



CHAPTER III 
THE QTY OF LEON: HISTORIC OVERVIEW 

Introduction 

In order to understand a city it is necessary to get to know 
it in its diverse aspects. I will provide a brief introduction to the 
city emphasizing two points: the urban image and its elements, 
their historical development leading up to the present; and 
second, the historic center and the main plaza, which are the focus 
of this study. 

Although the main square, the core of the historic center in 
the city, is the main objective of this analysis, it can not be 
separated from the context of the city to be fully comprehended. 
As I have already pointed out, one of the main problems 
regarding conservation efforts is the tendency to protect 
particular buildings, specially those regarded as monuments. 
Without the back-up of the protection of the buildings and open 
spaces that are the context of any monument, and when the 
original context is lost or the building separated from it, it loses its 
coherence and meaning. Only in its original context the building 
recovers its full value as an artistic or historic document. 

It is important to see the continuity in the constructive 
actions in the environment. This chronology is useful in the 
elaboration of a detailed and precise analysis, with the aim of 
preserving the physical context and all the implied relations for 
the people that live in the city. 

Geo-Phvsical Framework 
The city of Leon is located in the northwest of the state of 

Guanajuato. Its geographical location is 101° 41' of longitude and 
41° of latitude. Its elevation above sea level is 1,786 meters. The 
lower average temperature is 58°F and is registered in December. 
The highest average is registered in May and is 76°F. The 
extreme temperatures are a minimum of 32°F and a maximum of 
95°F.l 
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The yearly average rain precipitation is about 700 
millimeters. Almost 500 millimeters are registered between the 
end of June and September. The rain precipitation has decreased 
markedly in the last few years because of immoderate logging 
mainly in the northern hills of the county. According to Rivera 
Tafoya, the decrease in the average has been of almost 100 
millimeters.2 

The Gomez river, with running water only between June and 
September, crosses the city from northwest to southwest. In the 
1970s several works were done to pipe in almost all its length 
across the city. So now the river is dry almost all year, and in its 
river bed a major thoroughfare was built. 

Leon is located in a fertile agricultural valley that is part of 
the main agricultural area in the country known as El Bajio (the 
lowlands). The transition from grass vegetation to an encino 
(evergreen oak) forest begins in the mountains to the north. 

Socio-Cultural Framework 

Foundation of the city. There is no clear evidence that an 
Indian population lived in the area until the arrival of the 
Spaniards. Nevertheless, in the north part of the county, in 
Ibarrilla, ruins of structures with oval plan and possibly spiral 
shapes that are tombs from the pre-classical period have been 
found.3 

As apart of an Indian region, Leon is considered either 
"Guamare," "Chichimeca," or "Otomi." The Otomies, who were part 
of an auxiliary Spanish Army, are considered to be the ones who 
in the last quarter of the sixteenth, century settied in area, along 
with the Chichimecas once they were pacified by the year 1590.4 

The foundation of the city is set on January 20th, 1576, 
although the decree of the Viceroy Don Martin Enriquez 
authorizing the foundation of the city dates back to December 
12th, 1575. 
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By the year 1575 the Royal of Mines of Guanajuato and 
present-day Silao were already inhabited. The valley, known 
since then as the Valley of "Seiiora" (Our Lady) was originally 
inhabited by Spaniards, Indians and "Mulatos." The latter were a 
violent group, so in 1580 the city hall was built to stop their 
misbehavior.5 

Cplpnial ceiiod^ During the colonial period Leon suffered 
threats by the Indians, epidemics, and several floods—1637, 1649, 
1749, 1762, and 1803. Despite these setbacks the population kept 
growing: in 1596 there were 180 Spaniards and an unknown 
number of Indians. In 1719 a census showed 2,896 inhabitants; 
another in 1743 showed around 6,355; and by 1781 there were 
9,635 including the "pueblos" of San Miguel and El Coecillo. (See 
Figure 2.) With the start of the war of Independence (1810) 
many people came to Leon looking for shelter, and when the war 
ended the population almost doubled.^ 

The "curato" (Parish) of Leon was stablished n 1582, in 
charge of Alonso Espino, who died four years later shot by the 
Indians. The Franciscans came to Leon in 1588 and were in 
charge of the "curato" until 1767. The Juaninos, of the order of 
Saint John, came in 1617 and founded the church and hospital of 
San Juan de Dios, but the church was not finished until 1765. The 
Jesuits founded a school in 1731, but they were expelled from the 
Spanish Empire in 1161J 

We do not know who laid out the city, but it is clear is that 
whoever he was, he followed the 1573 ordinances of Philip II. In 
fact, almost all the cities founded by the Spaniards in the 
Americas were laid out according to these ordinances, with the 
exception of cities where the topographical conditions did not 
allowed the use of the gridiron. The ordinances were simple, with 
a grid in rectilinear streets containing a series of rectangular 
blocks. 
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The square was located in the center, either by cancelling 
out one block or by reducing the size of a few blocks. Around the 
main square were the main buildings of the city: the church, the 
city hall, the royal houses, and the houses of the richest Spaniards. 
Sometimes the former Indian ruler was allowed to have a house 
in the square. 

The ordinances of Philip II are considered the first urban 
planning laws of the modern era. The following quote, although 
long, presents some of its main features: 

Upon arrival in the locality where the new 
settlement is to be founded its layout with 
squares, streets and building lots should be 
outlined in the ground, starting from the main 
square from which the streets should run toward 
the gates and the principal cross-country roads, 
and leaving enough open space, so that the city 
having to grow may extend continually in the 
same fashion.... The central square should be at 
the center of the city, of oblong shape, with the 
length at least one and a half times the width, 
since this is the best proportion for festivals in 
which horses are used, and for other 
celebrations.... The size of the square shall be 
proportionate to the number of inhabitants, 
bearing in mind that the cities of the Indies being 
new, are subject to growth; and indeed is our 
intention that they shall grow. For this reason 
the square shall be planned in relation to the 
possible growth of the city. 
It should not be less than 200 feet wide and 300 
feet long, nor wider than 500 feet or longer than 
800 feet. A well proportioned square of medium 
size shall be 600 feet long and 400 feet wide. 
The four main streets lead out of the square, one 
from the middle point of each side, and two from 
each corner. The four corners should be aligned 
with the four cardinal points, because in this way 
the streets leading out the square will not be 
exposed directly to the four principal winds. 
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The whole square and the four main streets that 
radiate from it shall be provided with porticoes, 
because these are of great convenience to the 
persons who gather there for the purposes of 
commerce. The eight streets that converge on the 
square at the four corners should be unimpeded 
by the porticoes of the square. These porticoes 
should finish at the comers so the pavements of 
the streets may be aligned with those of the 
square. 
In the cities of the interior the church should not 
stand on the perimeter of the square, but at such 
distance as to appear free, separate from other 
buildings so that it may be seen on every side, in 
this way it will appear more handsome and more 
imposing.... The building plots around the main 
square should not be granted to private people, 
but reserved for the church, the royal and the 
municipal buildings, the shops and residences of 
the merchants, which should be the first to be 
built.8 

The Franciscan convent, located between the actual City Hall 
and the old parish church, was demolished in 1953. From the 
original parish church only the lateral fa9ade, which dates back to 
the seventeenth, century remains. The baroque tower was built 
in the eighteenth century, (See Photograph 4.) and the main 
facade in the nineteenth century.^ 

In 1716 construction started on the temple of San Juan del 
Coecillo, which has been modified since. The Old Company Church, 
built in 1744, is now demolished. By 1782 the church of the 
"pueblo" or neighborhood of San Miguel, started in the 17th. 
century, was still in construction. The baroque church of Los 
Angeles was finished in 1808. The arches and the main facade of 
the present-day "Casa de la Cultura" (House of Culture) were built 
in the eighteenth century. 
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Indpp^ndpncelaiefQrm: 1810-1857. During the 
Independence War, Leon was awarded the title of city in 1830. 
Despite the chicken pox epidemics in 1815, 1830 and 1940; 
measles in 1825 and 1836; and cholera in 1833 and 1850, the city 
increased in population. From 1810 until 1818 the population 
remained at 30,000 for the entire district, perhaps because of the 
hardships of war. In 1837 the population was calculated at 
26,937, and that of the city of Guanajuato at 35,733. A civil 
census from 1840 estimated that the city had 30,000 inhabitants, 
and 75,000 for the district as a whole. Jimenez Moreno suggests 
that the most probable reason for the differences found could be 
due to government manipulation of the census for electoral 
purposes. By 1851, Father Ignacio Aguado calculated 80,000 
people in the "curato" of Leon. Three years later Father Luis 
Manrique in his "Brief Historic Relation of Leon" used the same 
number.! ^ 

The arcades in the main square were built in 1828. Public 
light service was stablished in 1835. From 1831 to 1849 several 
bridges were built and/or rebuilt. In 1849 the road to Lagos was 
inaugurated, making easier the trip to Guadalajara. The principal 
means of transport was the stagecoach. Telegraph service started 
in 1853.! ! 

When the Intendency of Guanajuato became a State, Leon 
was the head or seat of one of the four departments in which the 
new state was divided. The city had a political chief and kept the 
same colonial jurisdiction until 1857.! ̂  

Leon has many Neoclassic buildings, some poor and some 
rich examples in religious and public buildings. 

1806 The altars of La Soledad church. 
1829 The church of San Francisco de Paula. 
1804 To 1848, the church of San Nicolas. 
1836 The facade of the parish church was finished. 
1839 The church of San Felipe Neri was finished. 
1856 Chapel of the Santo Nifio (Holy Child). 
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1831 The works of the Company church started again, 

but stopped in 1842. In 1855 it underwent 
repairs. In 1864 the first bishop, Diez de Sollano, 
fostered the constmction so it could become the 
cathedral.! 3 

Among the civil buildings were the "Plaza de Gallos" (for 
cockfights); the bullring (also used as a theater and concert hall), 
and a bridge built in 1849 on the Calzada. (Parkway).! "̂  

In 1854, Father Luis Manrique published his "Brief Historic 
Relation About the Foundation, Progresses, and Actual Condition of 
the City of Leon." Manrique says that the in the middle 
nineteenth century most of the houses had one level, but very few 
of those structures remain today. Comparisons of city maps show 
that the city did not change much between 1800 and 1864. 

1857-1910. With the Reform War the city became again a 
shelter city, mainly for the conservatives, increasing its population 
while not being a site for battles. It was in possession of the 
French Army from December 13, 1863 until December 26, 1866. 
The Emperor Maximilian visited the city in 1864, "being 
acclaimed."!5 The trees in the plaza were planted by the French 
during the Second Empire, and the gardens were also laid out by 
them. (See Photograph 5.) Originally it only had a fountain in the 
center, like many other cities in the country.!6 By the 1870s 
Leon was the second largest city in the country with 104,000 
inhabitants. In 1881 the departments were abolished and Leon 
became a municipality. In 1885 the Department Seats were re
established, until their definitive suppression in 1891.17 

From 1867 to 1876 Octavio Rosado was the political chief of 
the department. He undertook the construction of City Hall, (See 
Photograph 6.) finished in 1869, and celebrated the third 
centennial of the city's foundation. Two other big celebrations 
noted by Jimenez Moreno were in 1892—the fourth centennial of 
Columbus' discovery of America—and in 1910 the first centennial 
of the Independence.! ° 
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On January 25, 1863 Pope Pious IX established the Dioceses 
of Leon, which covered the north part of the state including San 
Miguel de Allende. Because of the Reform Laws religious 
celebrations were prohibited, and in 1877, during Holy Thursday, 
the political chief of the department. Col. Cecilio Estrada, fired 
against a procession praying out loud. 19 

The cathedral was blessed in 1866. The towers were 
finished in 1878 (See Drawing 7.) and the atrium in 1880. The 
sacristy was finished in 1885, and thus the building was complete. 
Two chapels, one in neo-arab style, were added in 1893 and 1895, 
and finally the image of the Virgin was crowned in 1902. 

The Sanctuary of Guadalupe was built in 1875. The Calvario, 
a neo-classic church with columns and frontispiece was built from 
1870 to 1893. The church of the Immaculate Heart was built 
from 1901 to 1906; it has a combination of neo-gothic towers with 
romanic arches. Many small churches were built in this period, 
and the churches of El Coecillo and San Miguel were modified in 
1897 and 1893, respectively.20 

A brief chronology of important civil buildings follows: 
1869 The City Hall. 
1866 The Hidalgo market, or "Parian," was 

inaugurated, occupying the area of the plaza 
adjacent to the main square. It was destroyed 
by a fire in 1929. Jimenez Moreno says that the 
fire was probably arson, and the rumors were 
that the owner of the Hotel Mexico (today House 
of Culture) wanted the open square in front of 
his hotel again. The market was never rebuilt. 

1870 The house of the dolls. This nickname comes 
from two caryatids in the main entrance. 

18 80 The Doblado Theater was finished. 
18 83 The "Soledad" market was inaugurated. It was 

demolished eighty-seven years later. 
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18 8 8 The Coecillo bridge was built after a terrible 
flood that destroyed the former bridge. It was 
designed by Louis Long with three arches and 
Gothic ornamentation, and paid for by Bishop 
Baron y Morales. It was partially destroyed by 
the flood of 1926. 

1895 The Model School was inaugurated. 
1896 The arch of La Calzada (Parkway) was finished. 

(See Photograph 8.) 
1902 The "new" jail was inaugurated, just two blocks 

from the main square. A new facility was put 
into service in 1986. To this day the city has not 
decided what to do with the old facility, 
considered of historic value. 

1905 The Casino in the Main Square, with neo-arab 
details. 

1906 "Las Tullerias" building, located where the Casas 
Reales. (Royal Houses)—the first public buildings 
in the city—used to be. 

1905 The old house with the arcades in the Founders 
Plaza, next to the main square, was transformed 
into the Guerra Hotel, later Hotel Mexico, and in 
1977 into the House of Culture. Before City Hall 
was built, it served as the Political Chief 
headquarters, as represented in the map of 
1864. In the map of 1884 this building is named 
the Meson de las Delicias (the Delights Inn). The 
clock tower in City Hall. 

1906 The Biltroff building in the southwest part of the 
main square. 

1908 The old building housing "The French Factories" 
department store on the north side of the main 
square was demolished. To replace it the 
Madrazo family built their home. (See 
Photograph 9.) 
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1910 The bank in the comer of Juarez street and the 
Padilla alley. Hidalgo park, originally a spring 
and a stroll area, is enlarged and landscaped. 

1913 A stone base is made for the band-stand in the 
main square.2 1 

As for services, petroleum lighting was in place in 1866, 
electricity was introduced in 1898, and utility poles were raised in 
1904. But it was not until 1909 when the gasoline lamps in the 
main square were replaced with electric bulbs. Telephone service 
started in 1892, and in 1898 a line was connected to other cities 
in the state.2 2 

Railroad service between Leon and Mexico City started in 
1882, two years later with Ciudad Juarez, and in 1888 with 
Guadalajara. Urban trolleys first rolled in 1882 between the 
railroad station and downtown. The first automobile came in 
1904.23 

Leon also suffered several floods during this period. One in 
1865 destroyed 800 houses. The terrible flood of 1888 ruined 
2,000 houses, killed 240 people and 1,400 more disappeared, 
leaving 5,000 people in misery and forcing an exodus of 
thousands of people. (See Drawing 10.) After the 1888 flood the 
city lost its rank as the second largest in the country. According 
to Garcia Cubas, in 1884 Leon had 120,000 inhabitants; Mexico 
City 300,000; Guadalajara 80,000; Puebla 75,00; and Guanajuato 
52,000.24 

Other than the private schools managed by the church, the 
state College was opened in Leon in 1878, with an excellent 
faculty that rivaled with the Seminary in technical areas but not 
in the Humanities.2 5 

1910-1920. During the Revolutionary period the population 
decreased from 89,510 to 84,064 inhabitants in 1921. Several 
epidemics, one of chickenpox in 1911, and a persistent typhoid 
from October, 1915 until March, 1917 also wrecked havoc on the 
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population. In September of 1916 alone, 536 deaths were notified 
to the Civil Register. A deadly Spanish Influenza hit in 1918, and 
again in 1920. Many buildings were adapted as hospitals during 
that period. The Red Cross opened a facility in 1913 to take care 
of the men injured in battle.2 6 

In Leon the Revolution was not felt until 1914, with the fall 
of Victoriano Huerta. A "social defense" group was organized to 
protect the city from the bandits attacking the area. Considering 
unavoidable a war with the United States, many citizens 
"enthusiastically" received military instruction.27 An exception to 
the relative calm in the city came with the entrance, in August of 
1914, of the hordes of Pascual Orozco and Jose Perez Castro, who 
ransacked many stores, put fire to twenty of them and to the 
newspaper "El Obrero," and killed twenty-four people.2 8 Another 
important episode was the occupation by Francisco Villa's army. 
General Abel Serratos declared Leon the capital of the state in 
1915. In that same year Villa suffered a serious defeat at Santa 
Ana del Conde, ten miles east of Leon, by Venustiano Carranza's 
army in charge of General Alvaro Obregon, who became President 
of Mexico in 1921. 

The years from 1914 to 1916 were terrible for the economy 
of the city. In addition to famine, the different currencies printed 
by the warring factions provoked a financial panic and the closing 
of many grocery stores and bakeries. The situation improved 
around 1917, and by 1919 symptoms of recuperation appeared in 
the city.2 9 

Railroad service stopped almost completely between 1914 
and 1916. With only sporadic service, it can be said that the city 
was isolated during that period. In 1917 the railroad re-started 
continuous service. Cars had become common in the last third of 
this decade.3 0 

1920-1935. After the triumph of Obregon in 1915, the city 
suffered only occasional threats by groups opposed to him. But 
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from 1927 to 1928 the religious civil war presented continuous 
threats from the so-called "Cristero" groups. This civil war was 
mainly fought in the center part of the country between the 
Federal Army and the ill-equipped Catholic groups. Leon was a 
strategic center for the Federal Army. During these two years 
General Daniel Sanchez terrorized the city, killing priests and 
civilians, and acting arbitrarily.^ 1 

The "Bajio," where Leon is located, was predominantly 
Catholic, so after the end of the war several small groups 
remained active in the area. The population increased from 
84,064 in 1921, to 104,274 in 1930, and possibly to 120,000 by 
1935.32 

The first highways were built in 1923, first to San Felipe (to 
the north) and then to San Francisco (south-west). By 1922 there 
were forty passenger buses to replace the trolleys, which 
remained in use until 1928. (See Photograph 11.) These trolleys 
originally were pulled by mules, although in 1919 engines were 
adapted to them. Bus service to other cities started in 1934.3 3 

The Post Office and the Federal Building were built in 1921. 
In 1924 the main square was paved with cobblestone. In 1925 
the arcade in front of the "parian" (market) was demolished, and 
in 1929 the parian itself caught fire. In 1933 a number of streets 
were paved, and sewage and water lines were laid. The plaza 
occupied by the parian was then officially re-named Industry 
Park. The river banks or "bordo" were reinforced after the flood 
of 1926. In 1930 the Condesa Hotel (See Drawing 12.) was built on 
the East side of the main square, occupying the site left vacant 
after the "Circulo Leones" building was demolished.3 4 

Many schools were opened during this period, but in 1934 a 
large number of teachers quit when socialist education became 
mandatory. Several religious schools were also closed, some since 
1926 because of the "Cristero" war and others when socialist 
education was imposed.3 5 
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In 1921 the cornerstone of the ambitious "Expiatorio" church 
was laid. A huge concrete building in neo-Gothic style, it is still 
unfinished.3 6 

1935-1988: Brief chronology of events. 
1937 Construction of the Vocational School.37 
1941 Foundation of the Lux Institute.3 8 
1943 A Polish colony is settled in Santa Rosa.3 9 
1943 Paving and introduction of sewage and water 

service.40 

1944 The factory for Portland Cement.^! 
1946 On January 2, a crowd protesting an illegitimate 

municipal election is fired upon within the main 
square. Since then the square is named Plaza of 
the Martyrs. A movie theater is built on the site 
of the former bullring.4 2 

1947 The La Soledad market is remodeled.4 3 
1948 On April 5, inauguration of the new "French 

Factories" building on the east side of the main 
square. The people nickname the building "the 
new portico."44 

1949 Concrete pavements were finished; asphalt 
pavement' works continue until 1952.4 5 

1950 The census showed 209,870 inhabitants.46 
1951 The old building of the state College is 

demolished to be replaced by the present one, 
which now houses the School of Psychology of 
the Universidad de Guanajuato.4 7 

1952 Inauguration of the School of Medicine.48 
1953 The Franciscan convent between City Hall and 

the parish church is demolished.49 The 
demolition was done in secrecy, and the people 
knew about it when only the fa9ade was free-
standing!50 
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195 8 A movie theater is inaugurated on the site of the 
former Episcopal Palace. The Rex Hotel is built a 
half-block away from the plaza.51 

1960 The census showed 260,633 inhabitants.^2 
1961 The plaza adjacent to the main square is 

officially named "Plaza of the Founders."5 3 
1963 The Morelos and Acuna streets were demolished 

to open an entrance boulevard.54 This new 
avenue divided the historic center, provoking 
the loss of continuity toward the "Barrio Arriba" 
(or high neighborhood), thus breaking up the 
formerly coherent and unified structure 

1970 The census showed 420,150 inhabitants.56 
1973 The City hall is restored, with frescoes in the 

stairs and courtyard by noted Guanajuato artist 
Jesiis Gallardo.57 

1974 To 1976, an underground parking facility is built 
under Founders Plaza, and the main square and 
the lateral plaza are closed to vehicular traffic.5 8 

1979 The Urban Development plan is completed, but it 
is not approved by the State Legislature until 
1981. 

1980 The census showed 960,000 inhabitants.59 
1986 The Urban development plan is reviewed. The 

city, in collaboration with the National Institute 
of Anthropology and History, starts cataloging 
buildings in the historic center, a project which is 
still incomplete. 

Conclusion 
The information about the physical and geographical 

environment of the city of Leon is to help the reader understand 
the conditions to which buildings have to answer. Through the 
analysis of the city's evolution it is possible to recognize the 
rhythm of change. It can be appreciated that the city experienced 
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continuous growth until 1888, when a terrible flood destroyed a 
large part of the city. 

The decision to use the year 1930 as a dividing line was 
based on two reasons. The first is that in that year the city 
finished recovering from the floods of 1888 and 1926. The second 
is that it was not until the 1930s when the social situation finally 
stabilized. For the region of the Bajio. the Revolution ended with 
the end of the Cristero war in 1928. 

In the last fifty years, the interventions in the historic 
center listed here were mainly demolitions or alterations to old 
buildings. It was my intention to point out how much has been 
lost, and the extent of the threat to the historic heritage. (See 
Figure 3.) The city's architectural patrimony is unique and, more 
important, irreplaceable. In order to preserve the old buildings, 
an effort has to be made to preserve the old in a suitable, 
harmonious, and well-preserved context. 
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Figure 2. 
Map of Leon, 1985. Dark Areas 

Indicate the Original Setlletnent. 
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Photograph 4. Parish Tower, Leon. 
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Photograph 5. Main Square in 1890, Leon. 
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Photograph 6. City Hall, Leon. (I9th Century View.) 
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Drawing 7. Cathedral's Towers. 
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Photograph 8. Arch of La Calzada. Leon. 
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Photograph 9. Madrazo Building. Main Square, Leon. 
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Photograph 10. 1888 Flood, Main Square, Leon. 
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Photograph 11. Main Square, 1914. 
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Drawing 12. Southeast Corner of Main Square. 
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CHAPTER IV 
LEON: THE MAIN SQUARE 

Introduction 
Throughout its history, the city has recovered from natural 

disasters and periods of social unrest. In fact, since 1935 the city 
has experienced a period of rapid change, especially in terms of 
economic and population growth. The population almost tripled in 
the period from 1970 to 1988. Although Leon has leamed to deal 
with many of the problems raised by these circumstances, three 
problems have not been solved: lack of low income housing, parks 
and open spaces, and urban image.! To improve the urban image 
a major action was undertaken in 1977 by pedestrianizing the 
main square complex and building a large underground parking 
facility underneath Founder's Plaza, adjacent to the main square. 

Most of the old architecture in the main square dates back 
to the nineteenth century, including the cathedral and almost all 
the buildings in the Guerrero and Aldama porticoes. A few of 
them were built in the first decade of this century). The 
pedestrianization project included the removal of aluminium 
storefronts, billboards, and other visually offensive materials. 
What remained of disruptive elements in the square were two 
examples of uninspired and incompatible architecture. 

The Old Plans for the Citv 
In my research for old documents I had access to three old 

plans of the city worthy of detailed analysis. Two of them, from 
1865 and 1888, are well known. The third is from 1800, and as 
far as I know it has never been published. 

The plan from 1800. The existence of this plan was one of 
the most exciting findings during my research. It is found in the 
Latin American section of the University of Texas library. The 
plan does not have a date, but I estimated the year of elaboration 
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by comparing the buildings that appear in the plan and their 
period of construction. (See Figure 4.) 

The most helpful reference was the church of Los Angeles, 
finished in 1808. In the plan it appears in an advanced stage of 
construction, because the fa9ade with the semi-circular top is easy 
to recognize. The cathedral was at that time an abandoned project 
of the Jesuits, expelled in 1767 from the Spanish Empire, and in 
the plan it is listed as an abandoned site. There is also a plan of 
Guadalajara dating from 1800 that looks very similar.2 Thus, it is 
likely that the two plans were made by the same person. The 
plan's most noticeable feature is that the main square and the 
lateral square can be seen as they are today, and the porticoes are 
complete in the drawing. I have reason to believe that the lateral 
square was originally the parish cemetery. 

The plan of 1865. There are only small differences between 
the 1800 and 1865 plans. However, one year after the 1865 plan 
was completed the market in the lateral square was built, and 
four years later the City Hall. In the plan City Hall is marked with 
a flag in the lateral square, the cathedral is under construction 
and has only one tower, and the bullring is also depicted. (See 
Figure 5.) 

In the lower part of the plan the jail, the cemetery, and the 
calzada (parkway) can be seen. This plan does not show the 
protection from the river drawn in the 1800 plan. The main 
square was drawn with a formal garden, a result of the French 
invasion. It is remarkable how the open spaces had been filled. 
The church of San Juan de Dios has the only open space besides 
the main square complex. 

The 1888 plan. The original purpose of this plan was to 
show the destruction caused by the flood of that same year. In 
this plan the cathedral and the Doblado Theater can be seen 
already completed, and in the upper part of the plan the 
Sanctuary of Guadalupe appears. (See Figure 6.) 
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Description and Analysis 
The main square is characterized by laurel trees in the 

green area of the plaza. They are trimmed to a mushroom shape 
that has made the plaza famous throughout the country. The 
trees became an essential element in the plaza by their almost 
architectural shape. On the other had, the alamillos (a variety of 
poplar) planted in 1977 have had a negative effect on the overall 
presence of the trees in the plaza. Alamillos are fashionable 
because of their fast growth, so for political purposes they are an 
obvious choice to make the projects look better as soon as they 
are finished. But in the long term the alamillos diminished the 
effect of the trimmed laurels by obstmcting their view. The 
alamillos were planted in the former vehicular street, and now 
surround the original green area of the square. Another problem 
caused by this bad choice of trees and their placement is that the 
alamillos are too close to the buildings, so their view is also 
obstructed. 

Formally the space is defined by buildings, with the 
entrances at the corners, following closely the ordinances of Philip 
II. (See Figure 7.) I could not find a reference for Founders 
square. Nevertheless, based on the old plans, it is safe to assume 
that it was originally the parish cemetery. Visually, the main 
square is linked to the Founders square by the tower of the parish 
church. It is a difficult transition because of the lack of definition 
in Founders square at the floor level. This plaza suffers from the 
lack of permanent trees: it only has planters because of the 
underground parking facility underneath. The two exits to the 
vehicular streets are occupied by the garage gates, so people try 
to avoid these bottlenecks. 

As stated above, the visual link between the two squares is 
solved by the sculptural baroque tower of the parish church. The 
tower's relevance is only challenged by the twin towers of the 
cathedral, one block away but outside the pedestrian zone. (See 
Photograph 5.) However, the cathedral's presence is actually 
weakened by the atrium, and principally by a six-story building 
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right in front of it. Thus, the top of the towers can be appreciated 
only from a few vantage points in both squares. 

The problems created by out-scaled buildings in historic 
centers are pervasive. In this plaza the two buildings that define 
the east side of the square exemplify some of these problems. 
(See Figure 8.) Obviously the main problem is their scale. It is 
twice the scale of most other buildings. The abstract design does 
not communicate with the people, becoming meaningless entities 
that cannot relate well with their neighboring buildings. (See 
Photograph 14.) They disrupt the hierarchy established by the 
parish church and the City Hall. The only viable altemative is to 
reduce their scale, which would have two immediate 
consequences. First, because the new buildings are located in the 
east side of the square, their shadow in the morning covers half of 
the square. During that time the shadowed area is cold in 
comparison with the rest of the square. (See Photograph 15.) 
Thus, the people do not use this part of the square, only pass 
through it. The second consequence would be the elimination of 
uncomfortable light reflections in the aftemoon. The modern 
buildings in the square have an incorrect skyline. The fact is that 
they do not let us see the sky. The new buildings in the square 
are not relevant pieces of contemporary architecture, which is a 
problem when they are compared with the high quality of the 
colonial and nineteenth century buildings sharing the square. The 
rhythmic patterns of these modern buildings are based on an 
unimaginative repetition of elements. Any viable solution must 
try to achieve complexity within a pattern that can override it. 

Despite of these problems, the square is a successful urban 
space. Success is evident every day at any time of day, due 
mainly to the balanced combination of public, commercial, and 
religious facilities and to the presence of an attractive old 
architecture and a generous stock of gathering spaces. 

The square is paved with pink stone, and grey stones were 
used to create an abstract pattem in the floor. The furniture is 
adequate: the benches and light fixtures are new, but follow 
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traditional designs. The fountains share a problem with the 
central kiosk: although designed to create an intimate space, the 
fountains are away from the circulation and activity centers of the 
square. 

The old buildings are concentrated on the north and south 
porticoes of the square. A study of their rhythmic pattems is an 
excellent way to understand their characteristics, and probably 
can help us develop new ideas for ways to design harmonious and 
compatible architecture. 

Peter Smith argues that aesthetic perception is intuitive and 
based on a sense of pattern, the appreciation of rhythm, the 
recognition of balance, and the sensitivity to harmonic 
relationships.2 Rhyme presupposes the simultaneous existence of 
complexity and pattern, with the pattern becoming dominant. 
Pattern must be understood not as a simple repetition, but as a 
system in which the lack of point to point correspondence is 
compensated by a substantial affinity. 

In Leon the pattern subsists in the two old porticoes, (See 
Figures 10 and 11.) despite the different size of the plots, thanks 
to uniformity in column spacing, construction material (stone), and 
color (white in all the old buildings on the square, with the 
exception of the parish church painted in a pale yellow color). 
Most of the old buildings, with the exception of the ones on the 
west side of the square, have two levels. In the first level they 
have the porticated space, and the second level covers the portico. 
(See Figures 12 and 13.) All the openings in the second level have 
vertical proportions and balconies. 

While the logical outcome should be uniformity and 
monotony, the opposite is tme. The openings and balconies do not 
occur at the same level between buildings. The styles are 
different even though the separation in epoch of construction is 
not considerable. Each building's independence is particularly 
noticeable at the top, (See Figures 14 and 15.) with at least slight 
differences in the cornices. 
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This is not a case of friendly anarchy, but of a pattern 
gradually overtaking complexity. The plots are different in width, 
but the visible features suspend this heterogeneity. The 
variations of plot width are not constant, but what is constant is 
the relation from opening to mass. Rhyme has exceeded 
complexity. 

It is possible to recognize these patterns at an intuitive level 
of perception. For instance, in contrast to the rigid window 
patterns of the modern buildings, (See Figure 16.) a right balance 
seems to have been found between independence and 
subordination to the context. Rhyme requires a strict repetition, 
and rhythm requires complex repeated subsystems. The double 
columns in the City Hall (See Photograph 16.) and the Madrazo 
building (See Drawing 17.) set the rhythm and add expectation to 
the composition. The general rhythm of the porticoes unifies 
rather than disrupts the whole. Rhyme is produced by the 
windows, the rhythm by their frequency. However, the rhythm is 
not strict and it has subtle variations that shadows help 
accentuate. 

Balance is not easily defined in the square: the taller, 
modern buildings disrupt it clearly. The new buildings are not 
able to generate the kind of conviction for them that arise from 
the feeling that change is not possible without breaking that 
delicate balance. 

Conclusion 
This study is not intended to provide the solution to a very 

delicate problem. In order to achieve an acceptable solution an 
exhaustive trial and error process is usually necessary. A 
conclusion of this thesis is that what is good or bad, suitable or 
unsuitable, must be determined by the application of rational 
analytic methods, and not by the exercise of taste or the use of a 
fashionable philosophy alone. 

The city of Leon is one of the three hundred cities founded 
by the Spaniards in the 16th and 17th century on the American 
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Continent.4 In 1980 Leon was among the 50 Latin American 
cities with more than 500,000 inhabitants. In the city is possible 
to perceive the accumulation and evolution of traditions, costums, 
and meanings that in a bigger or lesser degree have remained, 
although the factors that produce them could have disappeared. 
The physical form of a society last longer than the society that 
produced it. 

The city is an essential element in creating the identity of 
the people that live in it. No matter how diverse the population 
can be in terms of age, cultural background or origin, the city 
provides a common framework for their experiences. Lerup says 
it is through new construction that people can appropriate their 
environment.5 The presence of new buildings is necessary in 
historic centers or cities, so the people can feel that they are 
represented in the new architecture, which is a representation of 
everyday life. The city that stops growing becomes a museum. It 
does not mirror modern life in architecture. 

If the permanency of the city as a public world is 
recognized, there is a need for restraint, good manners, in short, 
an architecture of courtesy. The architects and urban designers 
who work in historic contexts should have three main qualities. 
First, a disceming eye: he or she must be able to see what 
constitutes the whole and be able to perceive the details. Second, 
a discriminating mind for the analysis and evaluation of the 
context. Third, he or she must have the talent to generate 
interpretative and creative design proposals. 

The objective of the proposal for the redesign of the fagades 
of the new buildings in Leon's main square was to show how 
easily these buildings can be transformed to make them less rigid 
and abstract, and more responsive to their context. (See Figure 

17.) 
The public world has to be permanent to be comprehended 

and to be meaningful. If the past cannot be experienced in the 
city, the life of its inhabitants loses its memory and its meaning. 
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The continuity and permanence of the public world require 
commitment to protect and preserve the architectural patrimony. 

In this perspective, the design of new buildings must pursue 
the achievement of a harmonious integration within the context. 
As it has been discussed, to achieve this contextual fit does not 
imply a nostalgic imitation or historicist references. History 
should be present as a continuity, as a cultural reference. 

The maneuvering space to adapt an historic center to the 
demands of contemporary life is provided by the already altered 
spaces within the old urban fabric. These parts of the historic 
center had been attacked by modern developments and by the 
tendency to redevelop the site of the old buildings. To counteract 
and reverse this process, modern developments must be 
considered open spaces that have to be occupied in order to better 
match the historic fabric that surrounds them. 

According to economic laws, the new buildings in the 
historic center are interchangeable, and as a fact they will be 
demolished and rebuilt in due time. Public intervention should 
synchronize and systematize the area, a task best achieved 
through traditional planning procedures. The next step would be 
the imposition of the public interest, and systematic use of the 
land in the service of the old organism. This may go against 
particular interests that will actually develop the land and reap 
the benefits. New financial and legal instmments will be needed. 
The interventions that in the past demolished the old building or 
the old district by including them in already modernized areas, 
should give way to policies where modern additions will be 
demolished according to the demands of the old organism. 

At present such a course of action is deemed not feasible. 
The modernization mechanism may be contained and even 
stopped, even if it cannot be corrected. The first action to be 
taken should be the protection of the historic center. The second is 
to stop peripheral growth. The third would be the re-design of 
the periphery starting from the historic center and the natural 
environment as fixed elements for planning. The decision is 
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either to destroy or preserve the historic center, which implies a 
choice between the actual conditions of the city or a better and 
more humane environment. 
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Figure 4. Map of Leon, 1800. 
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Figure 5. Map of Leon, 1865. 

y^ 



77 

Figure 6. Map of Leon, 1888. 
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Photograph 13. North Fa9ade. Main Square, Leon. 
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Photograph 16. City Hall, Leon. 
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Drawing 17. Northeast Corner of Main Square, Leon, 
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