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Cultural Heritage: Ancient Cities Research
and Management between Mexico and Italy

Luisa Migliorati – Sapienza University of Rome

Abstract

The paper presents the research activities on the foundation and evolution 
of cities in Roman Italy and in pre and post-colonial Mexico that are car-
ried out with the collaboration between the Department of Ancient World 
Studies in Sapienza and two Mexican Universities (Nacional Autónoma 
of Mexico City and Autónoma de Yucatán). The comparison between 
different research experiences, also based on the different consistencies 
of urban fabrics, produces very interesting results. The formal compar-
ison of urban layouts and distribution criteria of colonial foundations is 
also possible on the basis of the political ideology that inspires the Roman 
State and the Kingdom of Spain.

A topic which currently the Partners tackle is the relationship between 
the ancient and the modern layer in permanent settlements, as well as 
protection actions on ancient structures in rural context. The difficult 
management of this relationship creates rich debates.

The didactic aspect includes the organization of courses, seminars, 
practical activities involving students, post-graduates and doctoral 
students.

As it is generally known, placed within the frame of Anthropology, Ar-
chaeology has been a tool of Mexican government unite all the peoples 
living within Mexico boundaries, but with so different origins. And, as a 
matter of fact, the first agreement on Cultural Heritage between Sapienza 
and UNAM (Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México) was put into 
effect through the Instituto de Investigaciones Antropológicas, where ar-
chaeologists have a strong educational basis in anthropology and work 
side by side with anthropologists. So it was not a chance if the first link 
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with UNAM occurred through the responsibility of the long-lasting Sapi-
enza ethnological mission in Mexico,directed by Alessandro Lupo. Hence, 
we went on collaborating and in 2004 the first major monographic exhi-
bition on the Aztecs in Italy was associated to an international meeting 
to illustrate the state of real knowledge of the archaeological, artistic and 
documentary heritage of the 16th century Aztec world, following the vi-
cissitudes of the Nahua people from the fall of Tenochtitlan till today. The 
proceedings were published in 2006 granted by several Institutions from 
both Countries (Lupo, López Luján, Migliorati, 2006). 

The action was a convincing push for the Sapienza newborn 
(2002/03) course in American Archaeology. Two years later, the exec-
utive protocol of the general framework agreement for a scientific and 
educational cooperation was signed. 

The title itself of the project, Old/New World: comparing knowledge 
and methodologies, shows the will to exchange experience in research 
methods; but the aim was also to insert Sapienza amongst the Euro-
pean universities where courses on Mesoamerican archaeology are of-
fered, widening the cultural and educational horizons of archaeology 
in Italy, which was still out of the teaching circuit on the subject. 

By the way, Sapienza has been the unique Italian university having 
American archaeology teaching.

We were able to organize a curriculum on American studies within 
the “Archaeology” master course of Lettere e Filosofia Faculty. Unfor-
tunately it was stopped in 2011, due to the lack of funding and to the 
shortsightedness of the master course of Archaeology newly reunified 
after a few years division in separate faculties. 

At present we host seminars and conferences which are attended by 
both archaeology and anthropology students. The interest in Mesoa-
merican archaeology is shown by Master and PhD students who devel-
op thesis work under the supervision of Mexican colleagues and mine 
within the frame of Ancient Topography discipline. It is worth mention-
ing the very interesting results Dr. Gaia Carosi reached with a project on 
diachronic analysis of urban modifications in Xoclán (Mérida, Yucatán), 
a topic which urged to be investigated as present urban development 
risks to cancel any trace of the Past: not only pre-colombian data, but 
first colonial ones too, leading people to forget even their recent Past! 

The cooperation Sapienza-UNAM aimed also to reinforce the specif-
ic interest in the archaeological field that in Mexico is still almost incor-
porated in the anthropological sphere. Moreover the project proposed 
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promoting the relevance of residential architecture in pre-Columbian 
studies; as a matter of fact, specialists’ analysis still focuses mostly the 
sacred areas, religion and cults, overlooking dwellings and routes; but 
indeed it’s clearly understandable that return in terms of public interest 
and fund raising is wider if referred to the findings coming from sacred 
areas which are surely more impressive.

Following the strong interest shown by some other Mexican col-
leagues in ancient urbanism studies, in 2015 the cooperation frame-
work was widened by an agreement with the Universidad Autόnoma 
de Yucatán, whose Faculty of Architecture has targets much closer to 
the ones of Ancient Topography discipline in Italy. The project title 
Studies in colonial urbanism between antiquity and modern age shows that 
the methodological and scientific contribution to the ongoing debate 
on the relationship ancient/current layers in the historic centers of 
permanent settlements in Yucatan can make a significant support to 
the practical implementation.

In the capital of Yucatán the local close links between the Faculty 
of Architecture and the town planning Office of the Municipality have 
given rise to a Master degree in Historical Buildings Heritage; so they 
have a very deep interest in the Sapienza research on multilayered cit-
ies, using field investigation, archives research, analysis of different 
map types and a wide interdisciplinary approach; a focus is given to 
philological analysis of historical cartography compared to present 
one; the comparing result can reveal archaeological ‘hot zones’ and 
address the research right to most probable archaeological structures.

Fig. 1. Integration of Heritage Buildings in 
urban surroundings. Left: Brescia: Roman 
basilica walls incorporated into a modern 
building. Right: Izamal – Yucatán: maya 
pyramid in fenced area, photos by author.
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The fields of ancient topography and ancient urbanism are well-rep-
resented research areas in Sapienza and participation in conferences 
and workshops dealing with those topics is often requested by foreign 
Institutions. 

As for Latin America, the methodology of topographic and urban-
istic research can be conveyed to the ongoing studies on both pre and 
post Columbian towns; but, besides methodology, from an architec-
tural and urban planning point of view, the closest link is with the 
post-Columbian cities. 

The effects of the colonial activity carried out by Rome in the Mediter-
ranean since the 4th c. BC and the same activity on behalf of the Kingdom 
of Spain in the New World in the 16th-17th c. are comparable, although 
the operations are placed in different chronological periods and the so-
cial outcomes were different. The tools for the management of territorial 
expansion by centralized Powers pass through the foundation of cities 
which become the territorial representatives of the new Empire. 

And, concerning architecture, the underlying logic in colonial cities 
can be strictly related to the European ones and research on structural 
continuity in permanent settlements can be applied to the analysis of the 
buildings pertaining to Yucatán pre-modern phases. From the point of 
view of Sapienza it is very stimulating to compare with other issues: new 
cities founded in different cultural situation; the Spanish post-Columbian 
colonies were affected by the theoretical and practical Renaissance contri-
bution in Europe, where scholars were rediscovering and translating the 
essays of Vitruvius and Leon Battista Alberti on architecture and cities.

For instance, the role played by the “plaza” in the New World 
planned colonies recalls Vitruvius statement on the importance of de-
fining the surface of public area from the points of view of the location 
and of the modular calculation within the project plan.

So an outcome of cooperation is the transferring of methodology 
on urban studies. Periodically I give a course on Ancient Urbanism 
to students of UADY School of Specialization in Architecture for the 
curriculum of Cultural Heritage Buildings. Teaching includes also the 
history of the city in the Mediterranean, since the topic is a basic part 
of the local education on urban history and in particular the roots of 
local urbanism are underlined, as Mérida historic centre preserves the 
traces of the Spanish colonial layout. 

On field practical lectures were implemented by survey in Mérida 
to do research on colonial structures, identifying and documenting 
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buildings or single walls pertaining to the colonial city, but also doc-
umenting the scarce remains of pre-columbian civilizations which 
can be seen inserted in modern buildings; even the location of blocks 
which pertained to maya pyramids and platforms can suggest the 
presence of pre-columbine structures dismantled due to religious, 
political or utilitarian (reuse in new buildings) causes. The outcomes 
of this specific practical activity were thematic maps of Mérida dis-
tricts at a detailed scale (archaeological map, operating map, zoning 
map), but the work turned to be also a contribution to local strategic 
plan. 

On the other side Sapienza staff exploit the staying to deepen the 
research on Mexican new towns.

The agreement on the cultural and scientific level has found logical 
completion in the exchange of master, postgraduate and PhD students. 
The student mobility training activities strengthens the relationships 
between the research groups of the two Universities.

The cooperation appears also in the research carried on by Mexican 
scholars about the Greek and Roman origin of decorative elements in-
serted in local colonial architecture of the 16th -18th centuries, above 
all churches and monasteries. 

Last but not least, the topic “Cultural Heritage and the manage-
ment of Heritage Buildings” has raised a very keen interest during sci-
entific meetings. In both Countries, restoration, enhancement, reuse of 

Fig. 2. Detail scale urban maps. Left: Mérida – Yucatán: plan by Rafael Llobet 1788. 
Right: Rome: block in Campus Martius: in red, Roman walls reused in current urban 
pattern after Migliorati 2015.
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historic buildings are arguments of great relevance, which reflect on 
the ongoing European Actions on the integration of Historical Build-
ings into their surroundings. We had remarkable debates comparing 
the different methodologies and the problems raised by the manage-
ment of Heritage Buildings.

The Rinascente Mall inaugurated in 2017 in Rome hosts a stretch of 
a Roman aqueduct in the basement. The current situation can’t fail to 
impress, but it shows to be a fairly good compromise between archae-
ology and present life. The relationship between ancient and actual 
structural levels in permanent settlements is problematic in Yucatán, 
where the maya archaeological parks are located mostly in the subur-
ban areas, often exposed to uncontrolled urban enlargement. On the 
other hand, colonial towns are often superimposed to precedent ones 
and it is a frequent situation that they, in turn, lie below the subse-
quent, modern ones and are often cancelled by new buildings.

In conclusion, the comparison with the civilizations of the Mediterra-
nean basin and in particular with the architecture of Roman civilization 
is used to foster interdisciplinary relations between scholars of archaeol-
ogy and architecture to collaborate in spatial planning and in restoration.
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