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P
erhaps the most significant episode in the storied career of architect Pedro 
Ramírez Vázquez (1909–2013) was his role as chief organizer of Mexico 
’68, the XIX Summer Olympics celebrated in Mexico City between 
October 12 and 27, 1968 (Figure I.1). In a confidential August 1967 report 

to then president of Mexico Gustavo Díaz Ordaz (1964–70), Ramírez Vázquez 
described his brainchild for the Olympics, a Cultural Olympiad to be set in motion 
the following January, a full nine months before the actual Olympics began. This 
ambitious undertaking would include performances by world-renowned theater 
companies; screenings of internationally acclaimed films; art, science, and culture 
exhibits from around the world; and the creation of permanent and temporary 
urban artworks in the capital city by local and international artists.1

Ramírez Vázquez informed Díaz Ordaz that this Olympiad, an event strongly 
reminiscent of the world’s fairs for which he had designed Mexico’s national pavil-
ions in the recent past, was intended to honor the Mexican single-party state’s 
humanist ideals and “pacifist tradition.” In this spirit, the architect and his collabo-
rators in the Mexican Olympic Committee (MOC) used a now-infamous slogan to 
promote it: Todo Es Posible en la Paz (Everything is possible in peace). What makes 
this slogan infamous today is its contradictory, even macabre relationship with 
the violent and traumatic events that surrounded Mexico ’68, chiefly the massacre 
of several hundred protesting students perpetrated by state forces on October 2, 
1968, only ten days before the Olympics began, at the Plaza of the Three Cultures 
in Mexico City.

Internationally speaking, some aspects of the Mexican state’s “pacifist tradi-
tion” were genuine. The controversial decision made by Díaz Ordaz’s predecessor, 
Adolfo López Mateos (1958–64), to continue diplomatic relations with the Cuban 
government after the 1959 revolution had been as visible in the realm of hemi-
spheric relations as Díaz Ordaz’s denunciation of nuclear energy’s military usage.2 

Introduction

The Exhibitionist 
State
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Domestically, this “tradition” was harder to discern, even before the massacre. 
The increasingly militant activities of the student movement in Mexico City that 
would eventually lead to violent confrontations had tested the single-party state’s 
legitimacy months before the Olympics. Organized industrial labor, indigenous 
groups, and agricultural workers’ associations had also confronted state forces in 
several parts of Mexico, sometimes violently, between the late 1950s and the late 
1960s.3

Of course, the Mexican state’s questionable pacifist credentials were only part 
of what the Olympics intended to showcase. Starting with the administration of 
Miguel Alemán (1946–52), a succession of Mexican governments constructed the 
import substitution model that facilitated the industrialization of many cities 
in Mexico. Few could have debated the growth of Mexico’s economy at a steady 
annual rate of 6 to 7 percent of the GDP and the persistence of low inflation 
rates between the Alemán and Díaz Ordaz administrations, a period of expansion 
dubbed the “Mexican miracle.”4 Yet among economists active during this period 

there was no real consensus about the social, politi-
cal, and cultural effects that this unevenly distributed 
growth would cause.5 Despite this uncertainty, the 
single-party state’s propaganda apparatus, which had 

Figure I.1. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez (center) 
receives the Olympic Torch, Mexico City, 
October 1968. Archivo General de la Nación 
(AGN), Mexico City.
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expanded to an unprecedented extent, avidly promoted this “miracle,” taking the 
domestic and international visibility of Mexican art and culture to new heights as 
part of a highly touted apertura or “opening up” of Mexico to the world.6

Mexico ’68 was the most ambitious of a sequence of official design projects 
destined to support the claim that, in the aftermath of its revolutionary wars 
(c. 1910–20), a socially unified and prosperous Mexico had effectively arrived to 
the “developed” world. This book is the first to explore the intersecting histories 
of the design interventions aimed to support this claim.7 It examines five sets of 
projects crafted by a handful of design professionals to operate as embodiments of 
Mexico’s economic and cultural “miracle”: pavilions Mexico presented at world’s 
fairs, museums of culture produced for domestic and international audiences, ven-
ues for large sports events, the temporary Olympic spectacle, and a subway sys-
tem implemented in Mexico City. Just as the violence that erupted in the context 
of the Olympics exposed social schisms that even the carefully designed Cultural 
Olympiad could not hide from public view, the production of the rest of design 
projects of the “miracle” was also politically charged.

The careers of several key figures converged at this critical moment, resulting 
in the loose formation of an officially sanctioned design entourage, with Ramírez 
Vázquez as figurehead. His ample experience as a cultural bureaucrat made 
Ramírez Vázquez an ideal candidate for the position of chief Olympic organizer, a 
position that no other architect had held before or has since.8 In addition to over-
seeing the design of a series of Mexican pavilions at world’s fairs, during the early 
1960s the architect-politician acted as chief designer of the National Museum of 
Anthropology (MNA) in Mexico City (1964), the most elaborate museum ever 
built in Mexico and one of the most significant in the world. Like Mexico’s world’s 
fairs pavilions, the MNA’s curatorial program contended that a degree of eth-
nic and social harmony unmatched anywhere else in the world defined Mexico’s 
national identity.

The design of the Olympics spread a similar message, expressing the Mexican 
state’s avowed embrace of “cosmopolitan” and “indigenous” cultures. Commis-
sioned by the MOC, U.S.-born designer Lance Wyman (b. 1937) devised a graphic 
system for the Olympics. The center of this system was Wyman’s Mexico ’68 logo, 
which merges the number ’68, the word “Mexico,” and the five Olympic rings to 
create a dynamic series of radiating patterns (Plate 1). This image recalls many 
international artistic practices, and mirrors the vibrating lines and colors of textiles 
produced by the Huicholes, an indigenous group from the Pacific coast of Mex-
ico. The logo’s simultaneous “Mexican” and “international” associations remain 
controversial even today. Ramírez Vázquez and some of his collaborators interpret 
the logo as a tribute to Huichol art, and consistently play down its relationship to 
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modern art produced outside of Mexico. Wyman, for his part, describes the logo 
as a fusion of “Mexican” and “international” artistic traditions. The logo’s diver-
gent interpretations illuminate a central predicament behind the creation of many 
of the “miracle’s” design projects: the challenge to embody Mexican cultural spec-
ificity while remaining in tune with universalizing and internationally palatable 
modernist trends.

The collaborative platform of the Olympics permeated into other design proj-
ects of the 1960s. Shortly after his Olympic work, Wyman provided the first 
three lines of Mexico City’s subway (1967–70) with an urban signage system. The 
Spanish-born architect Félix Candela (1910–97), who designed the most signifi-
cant sports arena for the Olympic Games, the Sports Palace (1968), also produced 
modernist environments for several stations in this transit system. Having built 
warehouses of reinforced concrete for many new industrial complexes since the 
mid-1940s, for these high-profile projects Candela made spectacular use of hyper-
bolic paraboloids, intricate saddle-shaped forms of multiple curvatures. Often 
crafted through the use of handmade formwork by Mexican laborers, the structural 
sophistication and formal intricacy of these concrete “hypars” made them quite 
popular and earned them official praise as embodiments of essentially “Mexican” 
yet “modern” building practices. Candela’s success thus built on a fascination with 
concrete as the prime material for the expression of Mexican modernity that dated 
back to the early decades of the twentieth century.9 A tangible demonstration of 
Mexico’s infrastructural development, the subway was also a major work of state 
propaganda. President Díaz Ordaz, his collaborators in the Mexico City municipal 
office, and Grupo ICA, the construction company that built the subway, avidly 
promoted its many attributes. In particular, they praised the subway’s perceived 
ability to promote spatial coexistence and collaboration between various ethnic 
groups and social classes, and of the art and imagery displayed in its stations to 
reinforce the basic tenets of Mexican national culture.

In deploying design and exhibitions as tools for social control and propaganda, 
the Mexican state was hardly alone.10 Nation-states worldwide actively display 
how they administer economic and natural resources, contain social unrest, and 
serve as custodians of geographic territories, and are thus exhibitionist by defini-
tion. They participate in what historian of museums Tony Bennett describes as 
a post-Enlightenment “Exhibitionary Complex.” This “complex” includes muse-
ums, world’s fairs, trade shows, and other kinds of exhibitions in which dramati-
cally displayed artifacts—commercial, ethnological, technological, and artistic—are 
central to the task of narrating the cultural identities of nations and regions.11 
As scholars like Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo and Shelley Garrigan have shown, 
Mexico’s participation in this “complex” long predated the 1960s, yet the profound 
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interpenetration between the practices of politicians, architects, and designers at 
this time has not received the attention it deserves.12

Several studies, notably those by David Craven, Leonard Folgarait, and Mary 
Coffey, have mapped out the relationship between artistic practices and politics 
in twentieth-century Mexico.13 Analyses of the relationship between politics 
and architecture in Mexico have also paved the way for this book. Several schol-
ars, including Luis Carranza and Patrice Olsen, have examined the interrelation 
between political transformations and architectural practices during the years 
immediately following the Mexican Revolution.14 In the case of Ramírez Vázquez’s 
career, particularly his role as chief organizer of Mexico ’68, the work of histo-
rian Ariel Rodríguez Kuri is exemplary, for it first discussed the architect’s rise 
to political and architectural prominence.15 Historian Eric Zolov’s work also laid 
the groundwork for a transnational approach to the study of Mexico ’68’s cultural, 
diplomatic, and political resonance.16 Similarly, revisionist approaches to the work 
of mid-twentieth-century architects like Candela and Mario Pani (1911–93)—an 
architect of comparable official stature to Ramírez Vázquez’s—have enhanced our 
understanding of architects’ participation in the cultural politics of the period.17

This book builds on these contributions to reveal the centrality of the interpen-
etration between political, architectural, and design practices to the inner work-
ings of the Mexican state. It argues that despite the tightly knit patronage circles of 
the “miracle’s” official design projects, a multiplicity of claims about the historical, 
social, and political meanings of Mexico’s midcentury prosperity actively shaped 
these interventions. It suggests that this instability was a result of the uneasy col-
laborations between designers and architects with diverse agendas, and of the oper-
ation of a cultural bureaucracy fractured by internecine struggles for influence. It 
also shows how the mass-mediated production and reception of these works not 
only afforded them international and domestic visibility, but also subjected them 
to constant social contestation.

WORKING MIRACLES
El milagro mexicano, a multiauthored book published in Mexico City in 1970, pro-
vides a critique of the economic triumphalism that much Mexican state propa-
ganda exemplified at that time.18 El milagro’s authors assert that Mexico’s “miracle” 
did not succeed previous stages of feudalism during the dictatorship of Porfirio 
Díaz (1876–1910), and of increasingly even distribution of wealth in the aftermath 
of Mexico’s revolutionary wars, as this propaganda suggested. The “miracle,” they 
claimed, was instead a continuation of the exploitative relationship that Mexico 
experienced alongside the rest of the “third world” vis-à-vis the neocolonial “first-
world” powers.19
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Mexico’s “miracle” was part of an international matrix of political and eco-
nomic events. Between the 1950s and 1970s, the industrialization processes of East 
Germany, Japan, Spain, and Italy, among other countries, were commonly dis-
cussed as economic miracles in Euro-American specialized and popular publica-
tions.20 As John Minns argues, each of these scenarios was quite different. Mexico’s 
rapid economic expansion paralleled that of other “emerging” countries at this 
time, yet the geographic proximity of Mexico to the United States made the influx 
of U.S. capital into Mexico and the migration of Mexican laborers to the United 
States decisive factors of the process.21 Similarly, the Mexican state emerged as the 
primary engine of the national economy, interacting with a politically unstable 
bourgeoisie through various clientelist modalities. Labor relations, industry, and 
public investments were thus all realms where state-sponsored economic growth 
could advance through co-optation, corruption, and coercion.22

In Mexico proper, Mexico’s economic expansion was the subject of a series of 
charged debates that, as Rodríguez Kuri has shown, represent competing visions of 
national development. One major aspect of this debate concerned the relationship 
between urban and rural models. In his book The Struggle for Peace and Bread in 
Mexico (1950), influential Austrian-American historian Frank Tannenbaum (1893–
1969) advocated the preservation of what he described as Mexico’s self-sustaining 
nodes of subsistence agriculture. Prominent Mexican economists like Manuel 
Parra (1914–86) and Gilberto Loyo (1901–73), who occupied state-appointed posi-
tions, dismissed this view, describing it as an imperialist Arcadian fantasy aimed at 
perpetuating Mexico’s underdevelopment. Instead, they described state-sponsored 
urbanization and industrialization as the most desirable means for Mexico’s emer-
gence onto the world stage.23 Loyo and Parra’s vision became predominant in 
coming decades, with state-sponsored industrialization that involved private and 
public capital, Mexican as well as foreign, becoming one of Mexico’s most sig-
nificant economic engines by the early 1970s.24 Yet, even economists like Víctor 
Urquidi (1919–2004), who stood squarely behind industrialization, expressed trep-
idation about whether the state would be able to distribute the wealth that this 
process generated in an equitable manner.25

Urbanization and industrialization were closely connected processes, and hence 
the expansion of cities, especially the capital city, was a defining phenomenon of 
the “miracle.”26 Writing in 1970, Mexican agricultural engineer Edmundo Flores 
(1918–2004) argued that the rural-to-urban migration caused by the expansion 
of urban economic engines would inevitably lead to the expansion of Mexico 
City into a future megalopolis.27 Mexico’s import substitution industrialization 
was specifically intended to boost domestic consumption of goods manufactured 
in Mexico through protectionist policies intended to aid Mexican-sponsored 
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industry, yet came to be increasingly dominated by U.S. economic interests. As 
George Flaherty points out, real-estate speculation was one of the least regulated 
economic sectors, and hence the influx of domestic and international capital into 
this activity, especially in Mexico City, partly accounts for the building boom of 
this period.28 Cities like Monterrey in northern Mexico, as well as urban centers 
along the U.S.–Mexican border, also expanded rapidly.29 As sociologist Diane 
Davis has shown, Mexico City’s economic and political preeminence in Mexico’s 
national picture was consistently unstable, and as the following chapters will illus-
trate, the border zones of the expanding capital were often the site of conflict. And 
yet, the urban form of the capital most dramatically reflected the transformations 
of the “miracle.”30

Alongside industrialization and urbanization, the expansion of Mexico’s tourist 
industry was a third key ingredient of the “miracle’s” economic panorama, and 
these interrelated forces had national-scale repercussions.31 In addition to leaving 
its mark on the capital, tourism transformed the urban fabric of other regions of 
Mexico. The production of sites like Acapulco and Cancún as tourist enclaves, 
which began in the mid-1940s and late 1960s, respectively, is perhaps most 
emblematic of the architectural and urban effects of this process, but this indus-
try’s effects were much more wide-ranging.32 The fact that, in 1961, after his presi-
dential tenure, Miguel Alemán became the president of Mexico’s National Tourist 
Association, provides a sense of the central role that tourism played at this point 
in national politics. Perhaps most significantly, the expansion of tourism as an eco-
nomic, political, and cultural field facilitated the production of commodified tem-
plates of Mexican national identity for domestic use as well as for international 
distribution.33 Produced for domestic and international mass audiences, many of 
the “miracle’s” design projects aimed to accommodate the symbolic demands of 
these overlapping spheres of consumption.

DESIGNING DEVELOPMENTALISM
The specific modalities of development that Mexico would implement were cer-
tainly the matter of debate, but few commentators of the 1950s, 1960s, or 1970s 
questioned whether development itself should be the goal of state-sponsored 
efforts. Economic debates about Mexico’s future were thus situated squarely 
within the discursive horizon of developmentalism. Enabled by the transnational 
entrenchment of modernization theory across the institutional landscape of the 
post–World War II world, and as part of the geopolitical reconfiguration of the 
globe into the “three world” system in the aftermath of the 1944 Bretton Woods 
Conference, Mexico, like the rest of Latin America, became part of an expansive 
“third-world” terrain ripe for economic interventionism.34 In a critique of this 
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discursive horizon, Gabriel Zaid argues that the technical and specialized debates 
about the causes and desired effects of development are “internal debates within 
the culture of progress” that never question this culture’s multiple contradictions.35 
In the Mexican variant of this culture a quest for progress, articulated in unequivo-
cal Eurocentric terms, legitimizes a wide range of governmental interventions that 
accentuate economic inequalities and centralize political power. Especially during 
the “miracle,” the Mexican state expanded its network of clientelist agencies, 
managing dissent by providing economic, social, and political favors to multiple 
constituencies as a way to palliate the structural inequality that its policies exac-
erbated.36 Concomitant with this expansion of the state apparatus was the consol-
idation of the paternalist public personas of Mexican presidents, who were given 
credit for the completion of infrastructural and other public works, as the chapters 
below will show.37

Beyond the Mexican case, scholars have explored the relationship between 
developmentalist politics, visual and design culture in Latin America before. 
During the 1960s, Marta Traba and Juan Acha, art historians based in Latin 
America, expressed divergent views about whether avant-garde artistic practices 
should resist or work within the framework of developmentalist platforms.38 In an 
important 1975 study, architectural historian Rafael López Rangel used a Marxist 
lens to describe modernist interventions produced in Mexico and other centers of 
architectural production in Brazil, Argentina, and Venezuela under the auspices 
of developmentalist governments as embodiments of the economic dependency 
between the countries of this region and those of the “first” world.39 More recently, 
Jorge Francisco Liernur has examined the imbrication of political, historical, and 
cultural trajectories wherein the histories of Latin American developmentalist pol-
itics and international transformations in modernist architecture converge.40

Like these contributions, this book conceptualizes design practices as embed-
ded directly within developmentalism’s expanded cultural, political, and economic 
spheres of influence. As anthropologist Arturo Escobar argues, developmentalism 
cannot be described merely as the combination of a set of economic tools that 
manufactured the “third world” as a space for intervention. “It was rather,” he 
states, in a provocative discursive turn,

the result of the establishment of a set of relations among these elements, institu-
tions, and practices and of the systematization of these relations to form a whole. 
The development discourse was constituted not by the array of possible objects 
under its domain but by the way in which, thanks to this set of relations, it was 
able to form systematically the objects of which it spoke, to group them and 
arrange them in certain ways, and to give them a unity of their own.41
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This book positions architectural and design practices fully within this relational 
framework. It argues that these practices provided the Mexican state’s brand of 
developmentalism with an aesthetic dimension, and also facilitated its attempts to 
condition the desires and behaviors of its governed subjects. The book does not only 
understand the “results” of design practices—monumental buildings and elaborate 
exhibitions—as propagandistic demonstrations of development’s promises. More 
substantially, it examines design sponsored by the agents of development—the 
state, and the institutions and interest groups clientelistically involved with it—as a 
developmentalist practice in and of itself. It thus contends not only that the design 
interventions examined here served to create “illusions” of possible development, 
but that they helped sustain practices of statecraft in much more substantial ways. 
It argues that architecture and design were situated firmly in what Michel Foucault 
describes as the biopolitical domain, the terrain where state control is exercised 
literally over the physical bodies of a population of governed, disciplined subjects, 
but also as a set of strategies intended to mold the affective, emotional, and social 
ties that structure the relations among these subjects.42 As we shall see, Mexican 
state agencies attempted to exert this control through the construction of build-
ings and the promotion of other design interventions intended to shape the social, 
economic, and political behaviors of these populations. Members of these agencies 
also attempted to exercise social control by having architects and designers take on 
the role of proxies or spokesmen for the state when its governance encountered 
resistance. Because architecture and design operated in these modalities, they were 
central tools for social control, but they also exemplified the many shortcomings of 
this type of governance, bearing witness to its violence and facing resistance to it.

IMAGE ECONOMIES
One of this book’s central aims is to understand the exchanges of cultural capital 
at the heart of the operations of Mexico’s official design professionals.43 Situated at 
the convergence point of large economic investments and the significant expen-
diture of political energies, officially sanctioned design projects provided a disci-
plinary and discursive setting for these exchanges. The book defines the discursive 
realm where these exchanges took place as a set of “image economies,” sites where 
the cultural capital invested by the makers and patrons of official design projects 
could yield a number of different returns—bureaucratic and professional esteem, 
critical acclaim, political influence, or financial gain. Each of the following chap-
ters maps out one image economy that is self-contained in that it relates specifically 
to the production and representation of a discrete set of design projects. However, 
these localized economies are also porous and operate in close interdependence 
with one another.
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For an approach of this kind, there are important precedents. Most significant 
is anthropologist Deborah Poole’s account of the transatlantic dissemination of 
lithographs and photographs that claimed to represent the Andean world between 
the late eighteenth and early twentieth centuries. Poole introduces the concept 
of a “visual economy” to account for the ways in which circulating images accrue 
not just economic value but also cultural significance.44 Tenorio-Trillo argues that 
the instability of this environment presents us with a rich and messy “exchange 
and appropriation of visions.”45 A similar messiness of contested and competing 
meanings lies at the center of the argument in this book. Relative to Poole’s, how-
ever, this book’s formulation is more specifically attuned to the dynamics of cul-
tural consumption of Mexico’s mass-mediated society of the twentieth century. 
Historian of literature Rubén Gallo is among the more insightful commenta-
tors of this context, and has mapped out the intersections between avant-garde 
practices in art and architecture, media, and technological change in twentieth-
century Mexico in useful ways.46 The projects discussed below are also different 
than those Poole studied in significant ways, and more akin to Gallo’s, as they are 
mostly spaces and environments not necessarily produced, consumed, or dissem-
inated just as graphic or photographic images. Yet, the production and reception 
of these spaces and places operated in what architectural historian Anthony Vidler 
has described as the “expanded field” of architecture. Vidler defines this field as the 
processes whereby architecture and design artifacts become assessed as commod-
ities largely by way of the de-territorialized circulation of their representations as 
clusters of images.47 This analysis does not quite relegate the spatially rooted nature 
of spaces and environments to a secondary order. To the contrary, throughout this 
book the mass-mediated condition of Mexico’s official design interventions never 
quite detracts from the value attached to their site-specificity, or to the profound 
effect that their sites and materials exert on their audiences.

This book situates the consumption of these design projects within the broader 
panorama of official mid-twentieth-century Mexican culture. Scholars of this for-
mation tend to understand it along the lines of what Antonio Gramsci describes 
as a hegemonic exchange.48 Official culture, that is, was embroiled in a permanent 
process of negotiation between the normative ambitions of the state’s cultural 
production, and the often-divergent agendas of the governed consumers of this 
culture.49 Especially useful here is anthropologist Roger Bartra’s expansive defini-
tion of Mexican official culture as one involving not only artifacts commissioned 
directly by the state, but also those that furthered its normative ambitions at vari-
ous levels of remove, and often in unruly ways.50 On the basis of these insights, this 
book conceptualizes the Mexican state along the lines of what Gramsci describes as 
a populist, inclusionary state, which, not least through its patronage of design and 
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architecture, attempts to construct a relatively pliable if ultimately autocratically 
conceived profile of “national” culture within which diverse constituencies can 
find a clientelist footing to make demands and exert pressures.51

Scholars have examined Mexico’s hegemonic exchanges during the “miracle” 
before. In Hybrid Cultures (1993), cultural critic Néstor García Canclini argues that 
“the state that had promoted an integration of the traditional and the modern, the 
popular and the cultured, [after the 1940s] pushes a project in which popular uto-
pia gives way to modernization, revolutionary utopia to the planning of industrial 
development.”52 In describing this political shift so decisively, García Canclini may 
endow the postrevolutionary state with more ideological coherence and political 
stability than it ostensibly possessed. A fundamental transformation of this state 
did take place between 1945 and 1946, as Mexico’s ruling single party changed 
its name from the Party of the Mexican Revolution (PRM) to the Institutional 
Revolutionary Party (PRI), the name by which it is still known today. Despite the 
consolidation of the official PRI party, the legitimacy and authority of the state 
apparatus was by no means seamless.53 As Alan Knight observes, this legitimacy 
instead “depended on [the state’s] daunting monopoly of national power, its vast 
reservoir of patronage, and its calculating combination of sporadic reform and sur-
gical repression” of opposition.54

Historian Aaron Navarro has theorized these formulations further, demonstrat-
ing how Mexico’s single-party system derived legitimacy from a strategic deploy-
ment of “political intelligence” to absorb dissent over time.55 This process entailed 
the neutralization of alternative political options, notably through the co-optation 
of the language of “revolution” through a sustained glorification of the revolu-
tion of the 1910s, an operation intended to deprive the political Left in Mexico 
of its claims, which found considerable favor until the mid-1940s, to offer ave-
nues for genuine revolutionary transformation.56 It also involved the coercion of 
labor, especially through the strategic planting of charros, government-appointed 
union leaders, in labor leadership, so as to diffuse opposition in a process that, as 
the chapters below explore, was not devoid of tension and often involved violent 
repression.57

Although Navarro does not focus on visual or design culture, his concept of 
“political intelligence” may well describe the specific kind of bureaucratic savvy 
cultivated not only by career politicians in Mexico, but also by the designers and 
other cultural figures they patronized.58 As various scholars suggest, intellectuals 
of all stripes were instrumental in aiding the state’s hegemonic efforts in mid-
twentieth-century Mexico.59 Between 1950 and 1970, literacy rates and the domes-
tic audience for culture, especially mass culture, expanded dramatically in the 
country. By the mid-twentieth century, a generation of public intellectuals who 
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had first become involved with the state’s patronage of culture during the early 
postrevolutionary years was fully established alongside an institutional apparatus 
that sustained its efforts. During his short tenure as secretary of public education 
(1921–24), José Vasconcelos provided government support to a group of writers 
and poets known as Los Contemporáneos, which included among its ranks figures 
like José Torres Bodet (1902–74) and Salvador Novo (1904–74).60 Novo and Torres 
Bodet are only two of the figures alongside poet Octavio Paz (1914–98), novel-
ist Carlos Fuentes (1928–2012), or writer Elena Poniatowska (b. 1932), to name a 
few, that would eventually become prominent members of an intelligentsia that 
occupied a variety of positions ranging from diplomatic to cultural administra-
tion capacities during the “miracle.”61 Torres Bodet is particularly significant for 
the career of Ramírez Vázquez, as he introduced the future architect-politician 
to the realm of state-sponsored cultural production in the mid-1940s. These fig-
ures’ ideological and intellectual profiles were diverse, and hence, despite their 
varying degrees of collusion with the state, they never fully operated as the state’s 
apologists, often publicly opposing the state’s operations yet strategically finding 
niches to further their own agendas within its patronage networks.62 These figures 
also had different views about the cultural effects of Mexico’s economic expansion 
during the 1950s and 1960s, had mixed feelings about the developmentalist policies 
of the PRI, and looked upon the “miraculous” nature of the process with caution.

As this book will show, design professionals navigated this atmosphere of cli-
entelist practice. The projects they produced reflect their diverse ideological and 
political agendas, and collectively draw up a dense and chaotic vision of “national” 
culture. These projects aided the state in two interrelated capacities. Many of the 
design projects examined here helped to construct and sustain mass audiences for 
official culture, helping to shape the populist contours of the single-party state’s 
cultural production. But in less obvious ways, Ramírez Vázquez and his fellow 
designers aided the state that patronized their operations to perform the function 
that sociologist Max Weber describes as the state’s “monopoly of violence,” its abil-
ity to police its governed subjects and restrain dissent against its agendas through 
both the symbolic threat and the literal exercise of violence.63 It is perhaps no coin-
cidence that charrismo emerged during the tenure of Manuel Ramírez Vázquez, the 
architect’s brother, as secretary of labor (1948–52), just as Pedro Ramírez Vázquez 
was beginning to rise within the state’s ranks and was raising the prominence of 
design practices to unprecedented heights within the state’s operations. Much as 
charrismo combined persuasion with the threat and exercise of violent repression, 
the projects completed by Ramírez Vázquez and his contemporaries simultane-
ously aestheticized the state’s normative cultural, political, and social agendas and 
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attempted to regulate the behavior of their consumers in ways that often exceeded 
simple persuasion and entailed more violent means.

OVERVIEW
The book’s first two chapters discuss the most significant curatorial interventions 
of the “miracle.” The first chapter, titled “Diplomatic Spectacles,” examines the 
works of exhibition architecture that defined Ramírez Vázquez’s career before 
the Olympics as well as a series of key official shows organized during the mid-
to-late 1960s. This includes the national pavilions for which Ramírez Vázquez 
served as chief designer, those for Expo ’58 in Brussels and the 1962 and 1964–65 
World’s Fairs in Seattle and New York. In the context of Expo ’58 and the New 
York World’s Fair, the architect-politician collaborated with exhibition designer 
Fernando Gamboa. For Expo ’67 and Hemisfair ’68, the world’s fairs celebrated in 
Montreal and San Antonio, Gamboa acted as chief designer of Mexico’s national 
pavilions. The chapter argues that an attempt to inscribe Mexican national repre-
sentations within an unstable landscape of evolving diplomatic trends unifies these 
diverse projects.

The second chapter, “Archaeologies of Power,” turns to an examination of the 
creation of a national network of museums of culture in Mexico at the behest of 
president Adolfo López Mateos, and of this network’s centerpiece, the National 
Museum of Anthropology (MNA) in Mexico City. It contrasts the formula-
tions of Mexican cultural identity constructed at these museums, intended to be 
consumed by domestic audiences as well as by tourists, to similar constructions 
deployed by the pavilions of the preceding chapter, made mostly for international 
audiences. It also suggests that the narrative of cultural continuity and racial har-
mony constructed at the MNA defined several urban spaces in the Mexican cap-
ital, especially the Plaza of the Three Cultures (1964). The plaza is made up of 
an assemblage of pre-Columbian and colonial architecture, and is nestled within 
Mario Pani’s Nonoalco–Tlatelolco housing project (1964). The space thus con-
sists of architectural embodiments of three components that official definitions of 
modern Mexican culture understood as formative—pre-Columbian, colonial, and 
modern—assembled into an urban display that emphasizes their fusion. The site of 
the tragic October 2, 1968, massacre, the chapter demonstrates that the plaza lies at 
the heart of the debates about the social contestation of reductive constructions of 
Mexican national identity produced during the “miracle.”

Chapters 3 and 4 turn to a political reading of Mexico’s Olympic architec-
ture and design. The third chapter, “Image Machines,” explores the dual process 
undertaken by Mexico ’68’s organizers to promote, as part of a unified campaign, 
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refurbished “old” buildings and a new generation of structures made specifically 
for the Olympics. The burdens confronted in this case were not unlike those that 
the designers of Mexico’s pavilions grappled with, because here too the viability 
of the “miracle,” as evinced by the design quality of the Olympic spectacle, was 
on the line. Central to the chapter is a discussion of the relationship between the 
primary Olympic facility, Felix Candela’s Sports Palace, the largest of Ramírez 
Vázquez’s stadium projects, the Aztec Stadium (1966), and the mass-mediated 
image. The fourth chapter, “Total Design of an Olympic Metropolis,” discusses the 
expansive network of graphic, sculptural, and urban interventions created during 
the Olympics in Mexico City as part of the Cultural Olympiad. Alongside archi-
tect Eduardo Terrazas, Lance Wyman attempted to create an urban orientation 
system based graphically on his Mexico ’68 logo that strategically showcased the 
city’s “desirable” areas and hid from view the regions of the metropolis considered 
unfit for international visitors. Mathias Goeritz’s Route of Friendship, a collec-
tion of urban sculptures by Mexican and international artists positioned alongside 
the beltway marking Mexico City’s southern limits, was an additional attempt to 
embellish a marginal area of the capital and create a carefully edited selection of 
city views for visitors in moving cars. The chapter inscribes all these experiments 
within the longer history of Mexico City’s urban gentrification. It also looks closely 
at their relationships to the creation of a hospitality infrastructure that accommo-
dated the expanding influx of tourists to the capital. The chapter concludes with 
an examination of the Olympic campaign’s relationship to the Camino Real Hotel 
(1968), designed by architect Ricardo Legorreta as the official hotel for Mexico ’68.

The final chapter, “Subterranean Scenographies,” examines the design and 
construction of the Mexico City subway system’s first three lines (1967–70). 
Originally intended to open during the Olympics, organizational conflicts and 
funding limitations delayed the inauguration of the subway until September 1969. 
The chapter demonstrates that the subway’s network of elaborate architectural 
spaces, which functioned in tandem with Wyman’s graphic system of urban orien-
tation, intended to reinforce many of the notions of Mexican cultural specificity 
that other museums, pavilions, and urban spaces of the “miracle” also propagated. 
It positions the production and consumption of the Mexican subway within the 
larger discursive field of subway design in the 1960s and 1970s, a period during 
which critics, designers, and policy makers regarded the completion of urban 
infrastructure projects of this kind as one of the primary measuring sticks to evalu-
ate the relative development of cities and countries around the world.

These chapters are structured around the interface between two discursive 
scales: an intimate one of collusion and dissension within a small circle of “offi-
cial” design professionals and their patrons; and a more expansive one of dialogues 
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between the exhibitionist state and the economic and social forces driving its nor-
mative aspirations, as well as resistance to them. Together, these chapters aim to 
provide more than just a firm grasp of the Mexican state’s interaction with a fluc-
tuating political and economic environment. They seek to contribute to a broader 
understanding of the relationships between state formations, the corporate orga-
nizations with which they establish ties, and design as a network of disciplinary 
formations during the mid-twentieth century.
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S
hortly before the Olympics began, in an interview for the one-hundredth 
edition of Arquitectura/México, then the country’s premier architectural 
publication, Pedro Ramírez Vázquez reflected on all that was at stake in 
hosting such a high-profile international event, the first of its kind in 

Mexico and in the developing world at large. “The rest of the world,” the interview 
began, “has taken a long time to forget an image of Mexico, that of a figure covered 
by a poncho and a sombrero sleeping soundly beneath the shadow of a tree.  .  .  . 
The new international image of Mexico is being created this Olympic Year. It is, of 
course, entirely different, but by no means is an effort being made to create a false image.”1 
This claim about Ramírez Vázquez’s work as Olympic organizer is somewhat ironic 
given that the Mexican Olympic delegation had won the bid to become an Olympic 
host in the German city of Baden-Baden in 1963 precisely by showcasing a folk-
loric image of the country, ponchos and sombreros included, to an international 
selection committee initially reticent to even consider Mexico City as a contender. 
Armed with originals and replicas of Mexico’s most prized pre-Columbian trea-
sures and with mariachis and authentic “Indian” dancers playing and dancing, the 
delegation successfully sold the prospect of an Olympics that would be made dis-
tinctive not by extravagant new sports infrastructure, by Mexico’s efficient organi-
zation, or its abundance of national athletic talent, but by the warmth and charm 
of the Mexican people, the ancient cultural riches of Mexico, and the country’s 
proven record of hospitality to foreign visitors.2

Its questionable accuracy aside, these provocative pre-Olympic declarations 
about Ramírez Vázquez’s campaign were not without precedents in Mexico, 
where trajectories of socially engaged architecture and art that pledged to reinvent 
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Mexico’s national and cultural identities had emerged more than once during the 
first half of the twentieth century. But what exactly was Mexico’s “image” on the 
eve of the Olympics? What was “new” and “international” about it, and what role 
did architecture and design play in its construction? And why did those overseeing 
the orchestration of the Olympic spectacle feel compelled to assure their audience 
that this image was not “false”?

Ramírez Vázquez could claim some measure of ownership over Mexico’s inter-
national “image” during the “miracle” years, as this image had primarily taken 
shape in a series of world’s fairs pavilions produced by his design office in the 
years leading up to Mexico ’68. Through trial and error, these pavilions tested out 
and perfected various scenographies of “Mexicanness”—environments intended to 
give foreign audiences a dramatic sense of Mexico’s cultural, political, and eco-
nomic conditions. Very evocative for those who actually visited these pavilions, 
these environments arguably reached more viewers—especially Mexican viewers—
through their multiple translations across the mass media, as collections of images 
filmed and broadcast on television newsreels, or photographed and published in 
specialized and popular publications.

The actual production of these buildings was also mediated by mechanically 
reproduced images. The design of the pavilions was carried out by proxy between 
the teams at the design office in Mexico City and resident architects and curators at 
the locations of the world’s fairs, with various types of photographic images serv-
ing as the primary means for the remote orchestration of design decisions. None 
of this, of course, was new for world’s fairs architecture, as the interdependence 
between diplomatic architecture and its mass-mediated representations long pre-
dated the 1950s. Moreover, at least some ingredients of the “new” scenographies of 
“Mexicanness” that Ramírez Vázquez’s office produced had been formulated long 
before the architect-politician’s career even began.

The project brief for the 1958 Mexican pavilion for Brussels’s Expo ’58, the first 
of the pavilions produced at Ramírez Vázquez’s office, claimed that the structure 
presented a “new” Mexico that was “a young and vigorous country with deep, 
old roots.” Simple enough on paper, this unstable formulation had a long history 
(Figure 1.1). Simultaneously billed as part of Mexico’s national essence and branded 
as a tourist commodity, modern Mexico’s “roots” had been advertised in its pavil-
ions for world’s fairs and other international expositions from the very beginning 
of Mexico’s participation in such events. In the pavilions of the early twentieth 
century, the place afforded to Mexico’s past and its “youth” as a modern nation-
state within constructions of national identity was a peculiar one.

Tenorio-Trillo has explored how Mexico’s pavilions after the country’s rev-
olutionary wars (1910–20) articulated these notions.3 The exterior of Manuel 
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Amábilis’s pavilion for the 1929 fair in Seville, for 
instance, was modeled after Maya architecture from 
the Yucatán Peninsula, and featured murals by art-
ist Víctor Reyes and sculptures, including some 
inspired by Maya works, by sculptor and architect Leopoldo Tomassi.4 The pavil-
ion’s interior contained a display that glorified Mexico’s pre-Hispanic past, pre-
senting it as the defining ingredient of the emerging national “race.” Particularly 
emblematic was the mural painted along the pavilion’s staircase by Reyes.5 The 
work was made up of two horizontal, filmstrip-like series of images of a man and 
a woman, who were identified by their attire and skin tone as “typical” Mexicans. 
Each of the sequences, Amábilis and Reyes claimed, embodied the “male” and 
“female” components of the “Mexican race” and their dynamic conjunction, per-
ceived by spectators as they moved through the stairwell, gave visitors an impres-
sion of the normative, gendered synergy between governed bodies that allegedly 
defined Mexico at a national level.

Mural painting and race were closely intertwined in defining mexicanidad 
during the immediate postrevolutionary years, as were notions of race and archi-
tecture. In his own built work as well as in a series of influential texts, Amábilis, 
a well-connected architect trained at the Paris École des Beaux-Arts and based 
in the Yucatán Peninsula, advocated a revival of Maya architecture, built in strict 

Figure 1.1. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Mexico Pavilion, Brussels World’s 
Fair, Brussels, 1958. Archivo Ramírez Vázquez 
(ARV), Mexico City.
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compliance with the most technologically advanced construction techniques of the 
day. He argued that the combination of a “Hispanic” component present in Mexico 
as a result of conquest and colonization and the “Indian” racial elements that 
this architecture represented defined modern Mexico’s unique ethnic makeup.6 
Onetime secretary of public education José Vasconcelos had famously described 
this makeup as Mexico’s raza cósmica, or “cosmic race,” in his book of the same title 
published in 1925, glorifying the presumed fusion of Old and New World ele-
ments out of which this race was made up. Like many of his fellow early-twentieth-
century writers on the relationship between race and national identity, however, 
Vasconcelos positioned the Old World components in the equation as the superior 
ones of the two.7 Vasconcelos’s dictum, “Por mi Raza hablará el espíritu” (spirit 
shall speak through my Race), was fittingly engraved on the frieze of Amábilis’s 
pavilion. While this particular definition of Mexicanness, understood as a result of 
racial mixing, was specific to the immediate postrevolutionary years, the interrela-
tion of architecture and race continued to be featured prominently in the pavilions 
of the second half of the twentieth century.

After the fairs of the early twentieth century, the image of Mexico that its 
administrations showcased abroad underwent substantial changes. The attention 
paid to the ancient history of Mexico intensified in state propaganda, but its pre-
sentation shifted in style. Mexico’s Indian “roots” never quite left the picture, but 
the “youths” that Mexico advertised as its own changed. At the 1939 New York 
World’s Fair, the last of the interwar fairs, for example, Mexico was explicitly pre-
sented as a “folkloric” country, perpetually “young” on account of the ties between 
its pre-Columbian past and its living popular culture.8 The definition of folklore 
during the mid-twentieth century was remarkably fluid, and did not just refer to 
narratives and social practices associated with the remnants of preindustrial cul-
ture in Mexico, or with handmade objects and artifacts associated with these cul-
tural spheres, themselves central to the production of official culture at various 
points in time.9 It could also serve to describe the multifarious signs of Mexico’s 
uneven economic growth, so that often “folkloric” and “underdeveloped” became 
tantamount to one another. Eric Zolov has described the international propaganda 
dimensions of this coupling as “the emergence of a ‘folkloric vocabulary’—tropes 
gleaned from tourist advertisements and scripted performances of Mexican cul-
tural identity—which helped translate the once unsettling imagery of underde-
velopment into identifiable encounters with the Other.”10 During the 1950s and 
1960s, images of Mexico’s recent and explosive economic progress, marshaled as 
proof of its “miracle,” gradually became as pervasive as, and were shown increas-
ingly in direct juxtaposition with, those of its ancient past and “folkloric” pres-
ent. Mexico’s pre-Hispanic, folkloric, and rapidly industrializing “youths” thus 
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gradually became mirror images of one another, and their often-problematic dia-
logue took center stage as the “miracle” years unfolded.

The presentation of precisely this dialogue as a uniquely Mexican cultural trait 
predated the “miracle” years by quite a large stretch of time, however. As Barbara 
Mundy and Dana Leibsohn have shown, the 1892 pavilion that Mexico presented 
at the Exposición Histórico-Americana, convened to celebrate the four hundredth 
anniversary of Columbus’s journeys to the New World in Madrid, simultaneously 
showcased and erased the country’s colonial past, placing greatest emphasis on the 
interplay between Mexico’s deepest past and the promise of its modern, industri-
alized future. The pavilion included replicas of numerous colonial artifacts, mainly 
codices or painted books, but it was the visual and formal connections of these 
artifacts to pre-Hispanic artworks and visual traditions that the exhibition focused 
on, not their actual context of production or usage during the colonial period. The 
bureaucrats who crafted this pavilion also sought to stress the perceived relation-
ship between the administration of Porfirio Díaz, who commissioned the pavilion, 
and the Aztec and Maya “empires” of old, steering clear of uncomfortable expla-
nations of the colonial “interlude,” which the postrevolutionary pavilions would 
attempt to present in a favorable light in terms of the mestizaje paradigm only sev-
eral decades later.11

In addition to being indebted to the multiple incarnations of this racialized 
national narrative, Mexico’s pavilions of the “miracle” years, sponsored by the sec-
retariat of industry and commerce, a branch of government tied directly to the 
presidential circle and produced by architects and bureaucrats intimately con-
nected to this circle, also directly reflected changes in the makeup of the country’s 
ruling party. In the immediate aftermath of the revolutionary wars of the 1910s, 
Mexican pavilions consistently advertised the radical agenda of its recently estab-
lished one-party state, while in the 1950s and 1960s they emphasized the avowed 
stability of this state’s rule. This shift responded to changes in the state’s language 
and forms of governance at large.

In particular, the 1946 consolidation of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional 
(PRI), which replaced the Partido de la Revolución Mexicana (PRM), was engi-
neered to leave behind the memory of many aspects of Mexico’s recent political 
history. Among these are the radical reforms instituted during the presidencies of 
Plutarco Elías Calles (1924–28), who established the PRM, or of Lázaro Cárdenas 
(1934–40), during whose presidency many such reforms were consolidated. This 
change in nomenclature also erased the origins of the party in the armed struggles 
of the 1910s, which the PRM acronym preserved, as well as a succession of highly 
unstable presidencies marked by social upheaval and internecine party struggles, 
those of Emilio Portes Gil (1928–30), Pascual Ortíz Rubio (1930–32), and Abelardo 
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Rodríguez (1932–34). This semantic transformation additionally reflected the 
multiple aspects and dimensions of the gradual entrenchment in power of the 
single-party apparatus. Belied by the name change, this transformation was nei-
ther sudden nor extreme. After his presidency, Cárdenas remained loyal to the 
political machine he contributed to instituting and, in doing so, arguably enabled 
the conservative turn of the Ávila Camacho (1940–46) and Miguel Alemán (1946–
52) administrations, which provided the base for the apertura’s defining features.12 
While the actual stability of the party’s rule through these and subsequent years is 
highly debatable and some aspects of its fragility would become obvious by the late 
1960s, it was precisely the perception of the state’s stability that the pavilions of the 
1950s and 1960s sought to articulate.

DEVELOPMENT’S WIZARDS
Despite their clear connection to their predecessors of the Porfiriato and early 
postrevolutionary periods, the image economies constructed in relation to the 
pavilions of the 1950s and 1960s are nonetheless unique. There are localized and 
general reasons for this. In general world’s fair history, the “late” fairs of the 1950s 
and 1960s are of marked interest, because they were staged at a time when the 
legitimacy and popularity of this genre of international events was waning. Not 
quite as energetically promoted as the interwar fairs that attempted to recapture 
the exuberance of their Victorian predecessors, the fairs of a post–World War II 
world defined by decolonization processes nevertheless served as significant diplo-
matic venues. Some, like Expo ’67 in Montreal, were commercially very successful. 
In geopolitical terms, however, these fairs faced unprecedented challenges, cen-
tral among which was the increasingly visible presence of postcolonial nations, 
many of which presented national pavilions for the first time. The historical divide 
between imperial powers and colonial domains that was fundamental to world’s 
fairs since 1851—the year of London’s Great Exhibition, the exhibit that inau-
gurated the genre—was thus much less clearly defined in the second half of the 
twentieth century. Yet the division between colonial and imperial participants was 
arguably replaced by two analogous structuring categories: those that positioned 
participating nations as more or less developed or underdeveloped when compared 
to one another.

Mexico’s pavilions attempted to negotiate this discursive framework, which 
also weighed heavily on other postcolonial countries, and in this sense their lan-
guage was not exceptional. Attempts to bolster Mexico’s exotic characteristics at 
world’s fairs were not too different from gestures made by other such countries 
to differentiate their national identities from those of Euro-American countries. 
And as in the case of Mexico, many of these identities were articulated through 



7
Di

pl
om

at
ic

 S
pe

ct
ac

le
s

a glorification of these countries’ long since vanished ancient cultures and their 
perceived remnants among their “primitive,” living indigenous peoples. In addi-
tion, as Shelley Garrigan notes, attempts to exacerbate the cultural specificity of 
national displays through the production of self-exoticist exhibitions were not 
unique to the pavilions of “marginal” nations at world’s fairs. This compensatory 
exaggeration has historically defined the national exhibitions of colonial powers 
and “first-world” countries as much as it conditioned those of colonial domains 
and postcolonial nations. As Garrigan claims about the fairs of the nineteenth cen-
tury, “recognizing that both European and Mexican fair displays played with prac-
tices of self-exoticism to attract potential viewers and investors helps collapse the 
presumed difference between Mexico and the developed world.”13

This is not to say that, by the middle of the twentieth century, Mexico did not 
face a rather specific set of predicaments. The image that Ramírez Vázquez’s state-
ment cited at the beginning of this chapter evokes is the understanding of Mexico as 
a third-world territory. This image understood laziness and backwardness as essen-
tially Mexican qualities, and was far from forgotten at the time. These symbolic 
burdens required Mexico’s pavilions to reposition many indicators of the coun-
try’s underdevelopment as emblems of cultural specificity. These pavilions also had 
to persuade their audiences of potential international tourists and investors that 
Mexico was indeed on its way out of its underdeveloped condition but retained 
its folkloric and exotic attributes, a fundamental postcolonial predicament that 
took on specific contours in the Mexican case. Hence, the image-building effort 
of the “miracle” did not exactly consist of erasing “ponchos,” “sombreros,” and 
similar images from Mexico’s propaganda displays, as Ramírez Vázquez asserted 
on the eve of the Olympics. Instead, it consisted of strategically recasting these 
symbols within articulations of cultural specificity that responded to two inter-
secting constructions. On the one hand, these articulations were consistent with 
a well-established repertoire of narratives about Mexico’s national character that 
dated back to the Porfiriato and had been reformulated during the early postrevo-
lutionary years, when the notion of a Mexican nation was invented at least partly 
through trial and error at international expositions. On the other hand, the diplo-
matic architecture of the “miracle” responded to a shifting horizon of geopolitical 
challenges specific to the middle of the twentieth century. The multiple transfor-
mations undergone by Mexican official culture at this time amount to what Eric 
Zolov describes as a “renarrativizing” of postrevolutionary Mexico, a process that 
did not reinvent Mexico’s international image anew but substantially reorganized 
its constitutive parts to accommodate this evolving landscape.14 Such a gesture of 
recasting was precisely what Ramírez Vázquez’s delegation at Baden-Baden pur-
sued successfully, scoring a significant diplomatic victory without really presenting 
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a new Mexico to the International Olympic Committee, but rather by persuading 
its members to regard Mexico’s relative advantages vis-à-vis the organization of an 
international spectacle in a different light.

Aside from the particular discursive challenges that they faced, the distinctive-
ness of Mexico’s pavilions of the 1950s and 1960s also has to do with the polit-
ical biographies of their designers and curators. In Mexico, these two decades 
witnessed the rise to prominence of a new generation of “Wizards of Progress,” 
to borrow Tenorio-Trillo’s characterization of similar cultural bureaucrats active 
during the late nineteenth century. Like these predecessors, this new generation 
conceptualized “modernity . . . on one hand, [as] a diverse and comprehensive set 
of techniques to be mastered and, on the other, [as] a means of showing that their 
interests coincided both with those of the nation and those of the modern civilized 
world.”15 This hegemonic gesture was thus simultaneously produced for “domes-
tic” and “international” audiences. Although these new “wizards” were concerned 
less with “modernity” in its fin de siècle sense than with the notion of develop-
ment in its mid-twentieth-century semantics, they too understood that the offi-
cial practice of bureaucracy involved both political maneuvering and discursive 
production. Ramírez Vázquez was not the only key figure in this context. Just as 
significant was Fernando Gamboa. Together, Gamboa and Ramírez Vázquez essen-
tially monopolized the production of official culture exhibitions in Mexico for two 
decades.16 Before their most significant projects are analyzed, some contextualiza-
tion of just who Gamboa and Ramírez Vázquez were circa 1958, when the Brussels 
World’s Fair convened, is needed.

Ramírez Vázquez was born into a family of humble origins and no real political 
ties, but shares a story of unlikely political prominence with two of his broth-
ers, Manuel (secretary of labor, 1948–52) and Mariano (justice for the Mexican 
Supreme Court, 1947–49, 1954–73).17 The unlikely careers of these three members 
of the Ramírez Vázquez clan would be hard to explain, if not seen in relation to the 
populist measures of the Mexican state during their early lifetimes. In particular, 
the early years of Ramírez Vázquez’s career were defined by efforts on the part of 
this state to massify access to public education, especially in Mexico City. A protégé 
of Torres Bodet since his days as a student at Mexico City’s Escuela Preparatoria, 
Ramírez Vázquez earned an architecture degree at the UNAM, Mexico’s National 
University, in 1943.

In addition to his extensive profile as an intellectual, Torres Bodet also served 
as an adviser on cultural matters to presidents Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940–
46), Miguel Alemán, and López Mateos. Between 1943 and 1946, and then again 
between 1958 and 1964, he served as secretary of public education in Mexico, and 
between 1946 and 1948 he served as Mexico’s secretary of foreign relations. More 
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significantly, between 1948 and 1952 Torres Bodet also served as the second-ever 
director general of UNESCO, succeeding Julian Huxley (1946–48). Torres Bodet’s 
tenure at UNESCO proved instrumental in positioning Mexican art and culture 
in the international spotlight at the crucial historical moment when UNESCO 
attempted to carve a niche for itself as an institutional body intended to position 
cultural exchange and scientific and humanistic inquiry as significant variables in 
international diplomacy. In a number of ways, Ramírez Vázquez’s career as a state 
architect would attempt to expand this political work further by positioning art 
and culture at the forefront of Mexico’s diplomatic efforts.18 This transformation 
in Mexico’s state culture also had its origins in the debates of the 1930s. Torres 
Bodet and the Contemporáneos had attempted to counterbalance the collectivist 
impulses of cultural nationalism in early postrevolutionary Mexico with a human-
ist construction of the national character where, in Robin Greeley’s words, “an 
aesthetic of the intuitive, the melancholy, and the solitary inner experience of the 
individual” could coexist with other populist imperatives.19 Although they received 
state patronage more or less consistently over time, the Contemporáneos had none-
theless been unable to fully entrench this vision within the panorama of official 
culture, where several other trends coexisted.20 A central question that Ramírez 
Vázquez’s official production as state architect addresses is hence to provide the 
collectivizing, technocratic profile of the developmentalist mid-twentieth-century 
state with precisely this humanist counterpart, a tense balancing act that other 
members of the “miracle’s” intelligentsia also grappled with.

Ramírez Vázquez’s entry into politics in Mexico began through his involve-
ment with the construction of public schools between 1944 and 1947, during 
the presidency of Ávila Camacho. School building had been a highly politicized 
field in Mexico since the early twentieth century: not only was it dominated by 
the patronage of the expanding single-party state, but architecture’s relationship 
to public education was directly informed by ideological transformations in the 
highest spheres of power.21 Ramírez Vázquez’s first major commission, the 1953 
School of Medicine at the UNAM campus, inaugurated that year, was completed 
with Héctor Velázquez and Ramón Torres, and was part of the largest state-
sponsored building campaign devoted to public education in twentieth-century 
Mexico (Figure 1.3).22 In 1958, primarily as a result of his ties to Torres Bodet, 
Ramírez Vázquez was designated head of the federal program for the construction 
of schools (CAPFCE), an agency tied to the Secretariat of Public Education (SEP), 
and he occupied this position until 1964.23 Sensing the architect-politician’s rising 
influence, some, like the members of the Unión Liberal Revolucionaria, a small 
but active organization based in Mexico City, were critical of this appointment. In 
a February 1959 letter addressed to Torres Bodet, the Unión’s chief representatives 
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accused Ramírez Vázquez, who was already well ensconced within state-sponsored 
construction circles, of having organized a “mafia” by illegally awarding govern-
ment contracts to a selected few members of his inner circle, and warned him not 
to allow the architect to “fool and betray him” in order to “continue pillaging the 
Patrimony of the Mexican People.”24

Criticisms notwithstanding, Ramírez Vázquez won his first international acco-
lade, the grand prize at the 1960 Milan Triennial, for his design for the proto-
type for a hybrid between a house for teachers and a school intended for rural 
communities, a project he tested in various rural contexts in Mexico during his 
official appointment at CAPFCE. In conjunction with the National Institute of 
Anthropology and History (INAH), CAPFCE subsequently became the sponsor 
of Ramírez Vázquez’s MNA, and of the network of national museums of cul-
ture planned for Mexico. Before this, Ramírez Vázquez had explored the ways in 
which Mexico’s modernist architecture could itself become the subject of exhibi-
tions in the context of the 8th Pan-American Congress of Architects, celebrated in 
1952. For this event, the architect arranged a vast network of images of significant 
Mexican artworks and architecture, from the pre-Hispanic period to the twentieth 
century, in many spaces across the brand-new UNAM campus. This encounter of 
architects from the Americas was a significant one. Among other things, it gave the 
new campus, and Ramírez Vázquez personally, increased visibility, paving the way 
for his later involvement with exhibitions of a much more ambitious kind.25 All 
these formative episodes in the architect-politician’s career were fueled by official 
pursuits of various levels of social and political reform, and were defined by the 
deployment of design to effect as well as to advertise these reforms. These pursuits 
were themselves made possible by the single-party state’s expansion during the 
1940s and 1950s, and by the increasing centrality of state funding to the produc-
tion of large-scale building in Mexico. The centrality of architecture and design’s 
cultural work within the nation-building efforts of the exhibitionist Mexican state 
remained a core operative principle throughout Ramírez Vázquez’s career, which 
developed in strict dependence from the state’s evolving priorities and mandates.

By the time Expo ’58 came about, Gamboa already was a renowned curator of 
state-sponsored exhibitions of Mexican art for foreign audiences, having orga-
nized several large shows in major European cities. Like Ramírez Vázquez, the 
curator’s practice was facilitated and sustained by the exhibitionist practices of the 
expanding single-party state. In 1947, Gamboa’s first major curatorial work had 
consisted of reorganizing the collections of the National Museum of Fine Arts in 
Mexico City. In remaking the museum’s displays, Gamboa presented a narrative of 
continuity between ancient and modern art that also framed “folk” and “popular” 
arts as the living link between the national present and its past. This curatorial 
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program recycled many of the early postrevolutionary displays mentioned above, 
and, with some changes, would be consistently reinforced in Gamboa’s collab-
orations with Ramírez Vázquez as well as in the pavilions and shows he curated 
independently.26 In 1949, two years after completing the curatorial project of the 
National Museum of Fine Arts, Gamboa collaborated with Ramírez Vázquez for 
the first time in a temporary exhibit of twentieth-century Mexican art in Mexico 
City.27 In 1950, Gamboa served as the commissioner for the Mexican pavilion for 
the Venice Biennale, where he presented the first significant show of works by José 
Clemente Orozco, Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and Rufino Tamayo in a 
European setting up to that date. Two years later, he presented the first major trav-
eling exhibition of Mexican arts ancient to modern to tour Europe, a venture that 
largely established his reputation.

Trained at the Art Academy of San Carlos in Mexico City, Gamboa became an 
early practitioner of a field defined as museografía, which can be loosely translated 
as “exhibition design.” This is an especially uncharitable translation, however, as 
it does not quite account for the intimate ties between the tasks of curating and 
national image building that the term contains. Beginning in the 1930s, such pro-
fessionals as Daniel Rubín de la Borbolla, Miguel Covarrubias, Carlos Pellicer, and 
Gamboa, all trained as artists and curators, pioneered the practice of museografía, 
eventually creating a separate disciplinary and practical domain distinct from art 
connoisseurship and collecting. Gamboa was particularly successful in profession-
alizing the field, gradually tying it closer to the highest spheres of presidential 
power.28

Gamboa and Ramírez Vázquez crossed paths precisely as their design and cura-
torial work took on ever-higher political stakes, and as there was much cultural 
capital to be generated and exchanged as part of their official practices. For the 
design professionals involved, visibility and prestige within the cultural apparatus 
of the Mexican state was the main currency in this exchange. Given the clientelist 
relationships in place between this apparatus and the channels of patronage for 
large-scale architecture and design in Mexico by the 1950s, success in the diplo-
matic arena of the world’s fair could ensure—as it did for Ramírez Vázquez and the 
designers in his circle—a considerable number of large-scale commissions at home. 
For professionals like Gamboa, the potential rewards were equally significant. In 
large part thanks to the success of his international exploits, the curator enjoyed a 
lengthy career as a national tastemaker and cultural power broker of sorts, eventu-
ally occupying prominent positions in such institutions as the National Academy 
of Fine Arts as well as at Mexico City’s Museum of Modern Art. Gamboa’s visibil-
ity in this capacity remains, like Ramírez Vázquez’s in the realm of official architec-
tural and design production, unparalleled since the “miracle” decades in Mexico. 
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However, the participation of these two figures at world’s fairs was not always as 
uncomplicated as their eventual success may suggest.

A “MOSAIC” AT BRUSSELS
Celebrated between April and October 1958 in Brussels, Expo ’58 was espe-
cially concerned with a representation of energy, as rendered emblematic by the 
Atomium, its identifying icon. Like many design artifacts of the late 1950s, the 
Atomium—a monumental steel sculpture of an iron crystal—popularized one of 
the most visible concepts associated with atomic science, a domain of particular 
interest in the early post–World War II years. At Expo ’58, the first world’s fair 
staged after the end of the war, this praise of the technology responsible for many 
recent wonders and woes was carefully modulated with a humanist veneer.

Writer Elena Poniatowska most perceptively expressed how Mexico attempted 
to fulfill local and global expectations at Brussels. As she argued in her March 1958 
review of the Mexican pavilion at the fair for the Mexico City daily Novedades, 
Mexico’s response to the fair was to emphasize the cultural wealth of the coun-
try, exoticizing Mexico’s differences from European culture and positioning the 
country’s relative economic underdevelopment under a positive light. Poniatowska 
also claimed that the pavilion positioned Mexico as a peripheral observer of the 
arms and space race then central to the conflicts between the United States and 
the USSR, and emphasized the country’s peaceful diplomatic agenda, which con-

trasted with this divisive global climate. “Of course, 
we have not invented the atomic bomb,” she wrote, 
“and our ‘sputnik’ did not fly too high because the 

Figure 1.2. Lúcio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer, 
Brazil Pavilion, New York World’s Fair, 1939. 
Postcard. Author’s collection.
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taut clothesline from which it was launched was not greased well enough for it, but 
it has all been uphill for us.” Poniatowska claimed that Gamboa’s representation of 
Mexico presented the country as marginal to these conflicts yet fully involved with 
wars of a different order. In addition to an emphasis on culture, Gamboa’s display 
highlighted the triumphs of the postrevolutionary Mexican state in such realms 
as road building, industrialization, and the management of natural resources (pri-
marily oil), and characterized Mexico as an “ancient warrior that defends itself 
from civilization” by embracing its ancient history and this history’s contempo-
rary incarnations in folklore.29 The architectural press also emphasized Mexico’s 
articulation of cultural resistance. For instance, after the fair, the Mexican archi-
tectural periodical Calli reprinted a text by Spanish architect and critic Fernando 
Cassinello, who decried the “structural bragging” of many of the fair’s pavilions. 
Although Cassinello did not explicitly praise Mexico’s contribution, he did claim 
that the only way to halt the excesses of conspicuous expense and structural exu-
berance that many other pavilions at the fair, especially those of the superpowers, 
had suffered from, was to “humanize” construction, a role that belonged not just 
to architects, but “to sculptors and painters, as fundamentally as to engineers and 
builders.”30

As much as the show itself, the container for Gamboa’s exhibition carefully 
negotiated all these meanings. Architect Rafael Mijares, who was responsible for 
much of the design at Ramírez Vázquez’s office, devised a state-of-the-art structure 
for Brussels (Figure 1.1). A steel-frame shed filled with prefabricated panels of 
concrete, the Mexican pavilion was nonetheless equipped with a number of folk-
loric features. Approached from two winding roads, the Avenues de Seringas and 
des Narcisses, the pavilion’s facade included a wooden screen fitted with blocks 
of blue-colored blown glass of the kind used commonly in vernacular buildings 
in Mexico. Light shining through the glass would create the effect, the archi-
tects claimed, of “making [the visitors] feel Mexico’s sky inside the pavilion.”31 
Reminiscent of the concrete sun breakers of Lúcio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer’s 
Brazil pavilion for the 1939 World’s Fair in New York—a structure that created 
an elaborate scenography of Brazil as a “tropical” wonderland, a theme reiterated 
by Brazil’s pavilion at Expo ’58—the screen was flanked by a mural of multicol-
ored stone and glass designed by artist José Chávez Morado.32 The relationship 
between the Mexican pavilion in Brussels and the Brazilian one in New York, 
however, was not merely formal. Costa and Niemeyer’s pavilion also negotiated 
Brazil’s underdeveloped status through both its interior exhibit and the pavilion’s 
architectural language (Figure 1.2). The pavilion’s primary mission was to position 
Brazil, as Daryle Williams has pointed out, “at the tropical edge of modernity.”33 
Grover Whalen, 1939 World’s Fair organizer, commented that Brazil’s “pavilion 
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in itself is so unique as to command the attention of all Fair-goers passing on the 
main avenue,” adding that the structure’s cultivation of an atmosphere of tropical 
immersion that appealed to all the senses created a persuasive illusion. “The trop-
ical gardens and the brilliant tropical birds” included in the display, he claimed, 
“are bound to bring in many visitors. And the aroma of fine coffee that circulates 
around the building should just about drag in every last confirmed coffee drinker 
who passes this way.”34

Brazil’s position of calculated self-exoticization was not unlike those articulated 
by the diplomatic missions of Mexico and other developing countries at world’s 
fairs. In the case of the 1939 fair, a significant political negotiation was at stake in 
Brazil’s hedonistic show. Brazilian officials were eager to advertise Brazil’s cities as 
tourist destinations as well as to consolidate the United States as a market for some 
of the country’s key exports, while U.S. officials were especially eager to persuade 
Brazil’s diplomats to support their Second World War efforts.35 In this and other 
instances, the exoticism of the diplomatic scenographies of Latin American nations 
at world’s fairs not only expressed populist concepts of nationhood espoused by 
the state-appointed cultural bureaucrats that produced them or of the fair orga-
nizers at each of these venues, but it could also serve as a foil for the mediation of 
domestic and international power plays.

At the 1958 Brussels fair, domestic cultural politics factored as prominently 
as international demands for self-exoticism in determining Mexico’s diplomatic 
architecture. Before Brussels, Chávez Morado’s work in Mexico was devoted to the 
self-conscious construction of Mexico’s cultural difference from other countries. 
By the 1950s, he had established himself as a prominent sculptor in state-sponsored 
commissions and an aggressive advocator of artist-architect collaborations. In a 
fundamental text published a decade before Expo ’58, Chávez Morado described 
the rise in state-sponsored art projects in Mexico during the late 1940s as “an 
instinctive civic mobilization in defense of our nationality threatened by imperi-
alist interests.”36 At his Brussels project, the thrust of Chávez Morado’s proposition 
seemed to be in full force, and his “humanizing” contribution to the pavilion was 
explicitly positioned as a gesture of resistance against the structural exuberance 
that the pavilions of developed nations evinced.

In 1929, as suggested earlier, the Mexican pavilion at Seville had branded the 
combination of a pavilion and a mural as a uniquely Mexican element, echoing 
the promotion of the integration of large-scale murals and architectural spaces as 
a “national” art form.37 The Brussels pavilion’s combination of modernist box and 
mural was also akin to the formula that characterized many of the buildings in 
the recently completed UNAM University City.38 Most directly among University 
City buildings, the Brussels pavilion recalled Ramírez Vázquez’s own School of 
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Medicine, a hulking structure made of reinforced 
concrete whose main facade included a mosaic mural 
by artist Francisco Eppens (Figure 1.3). Like many 
other mural projects in the City and elsewhere in 
Mexico, the theme of Eppens’s mural was racial 
hybridity. The central element of the mural is a face that emerges from the fusion 
of two other faces seen in profile, which flank it on either side: the faces of an 
“Indian” mother on the left and of a “Spanish” father on the right. The result 
of the fusion—a face that represents the modern mestizo nation of Mexico—is 
also borne out of the fusion of pre-Columbian deities, among them the central 
Mexican feathered serpent, the rain deity Tlaloc, and the Aztec deity Coatlicue.39 
Built of reinforced concrete, raised on pilotis, and sporting a large brise-soleil facade, 
nothing else about the building was explicitly “Mexican.” However, its mixture of 
internationalist aspirations and national flavor—a hybrid condition that defined 
the entire University City—represented an architectural exploration of mestizaje 
along much the same lines toed by the official pavilions of the early postrevolu-
tionary years in Mexico.

Chávez Morado’s mural for Brussels engaged a similar narrative of racial 
hybridity. Gamboa’s script for the pavilion claimed that the mural “represent[ed] 
the fusion of the two races,” “Indian” and “Spanish,” “that have created Mexican 
nationality, its social struggles and its triumph in the pursuit of material and 

Figure 1.3. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez, Ramón 
Torres, and Héctor Velázquez, School of 
Medicine, University City, Mexico City, 1953. 
Mural by Francisco Eppens. Photograph by the 
author. 
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spiritual well-being.”40 The pre-Hispanic past of this trajectory was duly repre-
sented at Brussels. The original of a colossal Toltec stone sculpture from the site 
of Tula, in the state of Hidalgo, stood at the intersection of streets leading to the 

Brussels pavilion. Its contrast with the building was 
meant to embody the dialogue between ancient and 
modern that the structure as a whole advertised as 
national patrimony.41 For the interior of the Brussels 

Figure 1.4. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, with Fernando Gamboa (exhibition 
designer), interior of Mexico Pavilion, Brussels 
World’s Fair, 1958. Archivo Ramírez Vázquez 
(ARV), Mexico City.
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pavilion, Gamboa assembled an exhibit that combined displays of pre-Hispanic, 
colonial, modern, and folk art. His layout for the pavilion emphasized the stylistic 
continuity between the arts of these various periods, but was particularly focused 
on the glorification of the most ancient and most recent periods, pitting the works 
of such artists as Orozco, Siqueiros, Tamayo, and Rivera against that of their alleged 
ancient forebears. In a text most likely written by Gamboa as an official narrative 
for the pavilion, he begins with a description of the iconographic dialogue between 
Mexico’s “moderns” and “ancients.” “Inside [the pavilion],” the text reads, “we can 
see [two works], one of them Orozco’s Patricia Moderna, and the other an Aztec 
Jaguar.” The pairing, he argues, “demonstrate[s] the continuing creativity of the 
Mexican people.”42 Gamboa’s exhibition at Brussels presented the diverse works 
of Orozco and his contemporaries as part of a tradition of mural painting unique 
to modern Mexico. Although certainly not invented at Brussels, this problematic 
formulation would become increasingly ingrained by the mid-twentieth century, 
undermining the transnational exchanges between socially involved mural paint-
ing in Mexico and the United States during the first half of the century, and the 
widespread usage of the mural format in national pavilions other than Mexico’s at 
international exhibitions.43

Inside Gamboa’s pavilion, light-frame photographic displays hung from the ceil-
ing, seemingly floating in space (Figure 1.4). By the late 1950s such displays were 
something of a lingua franca of modernist exhibition design. For instance, Edward 
Steichen and Beaumont Newhall’s The Family of Man exhibition, presented in 1955 
at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and subsequently retooled as a trav-
eling exhibition that circulated through various world cities until the early 1960s, 
popularized this kind of a display.44 Fiberglass copies of ancient stone sculptures, 
an original colonial altar from the sixteenth-century convent of Tepotzotlán, and 
large models of archaeological sites nevertheless stood within the unmistakably 
modernist environment of the Mexican pavilion. The ostensible materiality of 
these objects contrasted with the lightness of the screens hanging from the ceiling, 
reminding the fair’s visitors that Mexico’s “new” look included rough traces of the 
“old.”45 A significant part of the interior display at Brussels attempted to embody 
the notion of mestizaje, elaborating on the language that the building’s exterior con-
structed. At the pavilion, Gamboa’s narrative stated, “Human wealth, the basis of 
a free nation,”

is expressed starting with the indigenous root as its foundation, [while also 
showing] the pure racial types that still exist in the country and a mosaic of the 
Mexican racial type at work in typical activities. . . . [This in turn expresses] the 
fusion to which we have arrived.46
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In Gamboa’s pavilion, the cultural harmony between races that mixed yet stayed 
separate, and the avowedly harmonious social relations between different members 
of the laboring classes, created a unified national image. In addition to its general 
conception, the pavilion’s materials and detailing were also meant to express the 
specificities of Mexican culture. The pavilion’s walls were faced with tezontle, a 
reddish volcanic rock little known outside of Mexico and not available in Europe, 
which, having been used in colonial and pre-Columbian buildings in Mexico, was 
also employed in nineteenth-century Mexican government buildings that com-
bined native materials and European styles.47 The pavilion also included a garden 
that displayed “typical Mexican plants,” not least rare cactuses, and was intended 
to immerse the viewers in a contained representation of the country’s geographic 
and botanical diversity.48 Eventually dropped from the project owing to its high 
construction cost, Mijares had originally planned to include a thatched roof open 
hut of “Veracruz type” behind the pavilion, where he planned to “sell popular art 
and Mexican sweets.”49

Some of the materials and textures used at Mexico’s pavilion had more than 
a mere folkloric resonance. Not part of the final project, for example, “organic” 
gestures had been discussed early on. Mijares wanted his pavilion to have “two 
or three water sprouts” on its walls in order to have “mossy stains in some [of 
its] parts.” If the pavilion’s general form recalled that of many buildings at the 
University City, these gestures also stood in clear relationship to Luis Barragán’s 
Gardens of El Pedregal (1945–53), a luxury residential subdivision the architect 
designed and developed. Of his pavilion’s walls, Mijares wrote that “the main wall 
by the entrance [should] have a rough finish, not a fine one, but one like what is done 
at El Pedregal.”50

As a site of architectural experimentation, El Pedregal was highly significant. 
The Pedregal itself is a large volcanic rock region south of Mexico City that dates 
back to the ancient explosion of the Xitle volcano, and was revered as a sacred site 
in pre-Hispanic times. The University City’s modernist buildings rise out of one 
region of this rugged terrain, as do Barragán’s buildings and landscaping scheme. 
Barragán’s intervention was closely imbricated with a number of mid-twentieth-
century landscaping and architecture projects, but particularly with a discourse 
on “place” echoed on both sides of the Atlantic that glorified the expansive and 
rugged qualities of the landscapes of the New World. The Brussels pavilion thus 
evoked the surfaces of El Pedregal as a point of transatlantic connections between 
Mexican, American, and European modernisms while presenting their synthesis as 
a uniquely Mexican invention.51

The cultural synthesis that the Mexican pavilion included was not limited to 
the creation of environments or the choices of materials for them. One of several 
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forms of live entertainment that the pavilion included was a dance performance 
by Gloria Contreras’s Ballet Clásico de México, a dance troupe whose choreogra-
phies avowedly combined classical ballet with various Mexican regional dances. As 
Contreras explained to Ángel Ceniceros, Mexico’s secretary of public education, 
in a June 1958 letter, her intention was to create a heightened sense of physical 
immediacy between the performers and their international audience. My aim, she 
claimed, is to “transport [to Brussels] what Mexico is, from a plastic point of view 
and in motion.” This was fitting for the audience of a world’s fair, which did not 
visit the event “with the intention of listening to a concert,” but craved more spec-
tacular experiences in order to “grasp how and what the country it visits is about.”52

Despite all efforts to create an immersion into the complexities of Mexican cul-
ture, the Brussels pavilion faced significant opposition early on, some of it doubt-
less a result of the fair organizers’ low expectations of what Mexico could offer. The 
plot of land assigned to Mexico was not particularly good and had been declined 
by representatives of Uruguay and Peru before it was offered to the cultural attaché 
at the Mexican embassy in Brussels.53 In December 1956, upon first seeing the 
Mexican project, J. Van Goethem, chief architect for Expo ’58, demanded that 
its size had to be reduced drastically, as it threatened “to break the architectural 
equilibrium of that sector of the Exposition.”54 Mijares responded vehemently to 
the request by claiming, accurately, that the British pavilion, located in the same 
sector of the fair, was significantly taller than most but had not encountered any 
problems. “The main idea of our project,” Mijares wrote back to Van Goethem, 
“is to render worthy . . . our pavilion by making it 15 meters tall, a height which, 
in relation to its built surface, seems to us well proportioned, as the dimensions of 
our plot of land are relatively small.”55

Only after much negotiation could Oscar Urrutia, resident architect for the 
Mexican pavilion at Brussels, protect the original design from suffering major 
downsizing. This event is striking given the pavilion’s eventual success, highly 
touted in the subsequent decades by its authors.56 The Mexican pavilion earned 
the Golden Star award given at Expo ’58 for architectural and curatorial excel-
lence, and this episode of unlikely chances reversed in Mexico’s favor bolstered 
Ramírez Vázquez’s prestige, as it represented the first significant diplomatic victory 
that his office garnered for Mexico’s presidential circle alongside Gamboa in an 
international arena. The Mexican pavilion not only fulfilled the aim of promoting 
the postrevolutionary narrative of the exhibitionist state for a large international 
audience. Its modernist design also packaged together the primitivist aspects of a 
racialized narrative of national origins and a parallel narrative of cultural evolution 
as evidenced by artifacts from different periods of Mexico’s history. Translated 
into a series of architectural environments, the intersection of these narratives 
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instantiated Mexico’s condition as a nation modernizing at a miraculous rate yet 
holding true to its cultural specificities. The template for a design experiment of 
this type had enduring value in Mexican diplomatic culture. The Brussels epi-
sode served as the measuring stick for the perceived effectiveness of Ramírez 
Vázquez and Gamboa’s later pavilions, and the success of this venture would help 
the architect-politician publicly legitimize the Olympic propaganda campaign less 
than a decade later.

NEGOTIATING THE WORLDS OF TOMORROW
After Brussels, Mexico participated with pavilions designed at Ramírez Vázquez’s 
office in the two world’s fairs hosted by U.S. cities in the early 1960s, in Seattle 
in 1962 and in New York in 1964–65. In the case of both fairs, but especially in 
the later one, the stakes for Mexico’s diplomatic delegations were especially high 
owing to the prominence of U.S. corporate and industrial interests, all of which 
would converge in these events, in Mexico’s economy at the time. At the Century 21 
Fair held in Seattle, the pavilions were standardized, with participant nations only 
allowed to add a distinctive emblem to their entrances. Museógrafos Iker Larrauri 
and Alfonso Soto Soria designed the interior, while Mijares and architect Ruth 
Rivera (daughter of the famed mural painter) designed the pavilion, which was 
fully prefabricated and assembled in four weeks.57 Larrauri first became involved 
with the design of museum exhibitions through Mexican curator, art collector, 
and artist Miguel Covarrubias, who hired him in 1955 to work at the Museum of 
Anthropology in Mexico City that preceded the MNA. Although Larrauri partici-
pated in national and international commissions like the Seattle pavilion, he made 
his mark particularly through the design of anthropological displays, examined 
in depth in the next chapter.58 Taking his cue from Gamboa’s Brussels show, for 
Seattle Larrauri designed a set of floor-to-ceiling panels covered with large pho-
tographs of Mexico’s monuments, ancient as well as modern. Describing his pavil-
ion in an interview, however, Larrauri claimed that he had attempted to “avoid 
archaeological or ethnographic materials in order to give the Mexican exhibit the 
character of progress, of a longing for better standards of living.”

The only culturally distinctive emblems present at Mexico’s Seattle pavilion 
were the Mexican coat of arms, produced by artist Alberto Beltrán; a polyester 
and fiberglass reproduction of the sculpture of Aztec wind god Ehecatl, the orig-
inal of which was held at the collection of the Museum of Toluca, west of Mexico 
City; and a version made of silver of the so-called Parrot’s Head, a stone sculpture 
found at the ball court of the pre-Hispanic site of Xochicalco, in the modern-
day state of Morelos. Upon entering the pavilion, portraits of Mexicans in vari-
ous regional attires taken by photojournalist Nacho López provided the “modern” 
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component of a dual display whose other component was a mural-sized photo-
graphic rendition of Hernán Cortés’s map of Tenochtitlán (1524). Like its pre-
decessor at Brussels, this pavilion also provided a “mosaic” of Mexican racial and 
regional “types,” but it emphatically presented “landscapes of progress” showing 
the development of various economic activities. One of these landscapes included 
“the wooded highlands of Toluca cut in half by the highway, crossed through by 
electrical current.” Toluca was a rapidly industrializing region west of Mexico 
City where several significant planning and architectural interventions fueled by 
industrialization took place during the early 1960s. The image Larrauri describes 
was no less than a glorification of the ruthless expansion of Mexico City toward 
its disappearing peripheries. By extension, this image also celebrated the effects 
of the avid support of industrialization and urbanization as interrelated agents of 
development throughout Mexico’s national territory. After visitors to the pavilion 
saw these landscapes, they would encounter “the human panorama,” composed of 
López’s photographs, which provided “a mosaic of types: mulattos, criollos, indig-
enous [peoples], each of them performing an activity  .  .  . fishermen, musicians, 
painters, shopkeepers, actors, laborers, office workers, engineers, television tech-
nicians, et cetera.”

Because this photographic display presented diverse types of mostly urban eco-
nomic activities as complementary to one another, it erased racial, gender, and class 
divisions and presented Mexico’s economy as a safe investment to the visitors to 
the pavilion. This display also celebrated the civilizing effects of urbanization and 
industrialization, and the avowed ability of these interrelated processes to create a 
harmonious horizon of social relations not just in Mexico City but also through-
out the country. This narrative stood at odds with the subtext of López’s pho-
tographs of Mexican laborers and city dwellers, which often elaborated a subtle 
critique of social inequality, countryside-to-city migration, and the racial divi-
sions that defined this process. As John Mraz shows in his study of López’s work, 
the tension between the images of urban life and labor that López produced, and 
the efforts to sanitize their political meanings, was a constant factor in the display 
and dissemination of his work. In the case of another international exhibition of 
López’s photographs in the United States, at the Organization of American States 
in Washington, D.C., in 1956, for example, Mexican cultural bureaucrats criticized 
López’s penchant for everyday scenes in the life of the urban and rural poor, which 
were perceived to conflict with the exhibition’s purpose of aggrandizing Mexico’s 
national image abroad.59

Despite Larrauri’s attempts to sanitize the political undertones of López’s work 
at Seattle, the social and economic tensions to which his photographs alluded were 
very much real. Like its predecessor in Brussels, the Mexican delegation in Seattle 
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presented a spectacle of racial and class harmony that was fundamentally at odds 
with the social conflicts gestating in various parts of Mexico in the early 1960s. 
At this time, the Communist-leaning National Union of Workers and Farmers 
(UGOCM) supported the violent takeover of arable lands in the states of Sinaloa, 
Sonora, and Colima, while union leader Rubén Jaramillo led similar occupations 
in Morelos. Jaramillo died in a confrontation with military forces in July 1962, 
and other agricultural associations continued to protest through the early 1960s.60 
Railway labor was also at the center of strikes in 1958 and 1959. Demetrio Vallejo 
(1912–85), head of the Union of Railroad Workers of the Mexican Republic 
(STFRM), was central among the figures who negotiated a rise in wages and 
demanded a restructuring of the state-owned railway company with government 
officials, garnering modest gains from the López Mateos administration. In July 
1958, and then much more severely in March 1959, impasses between union lead-
ers led them to renege on the government concessions they had earned. In March 
1959, railroad workers launched a general strike to which the López Mateos admin-
istration reacted through the violent seizure of union headquarters as well as the 
imprisonment of Vallejo and other union leaders. These strikes were not isolated 
events but part of the expansive panorama of dissent that other groups, such as 
students and medical workers, who would mount significant protests in 1968 and 
1965, respectively, also expressed at this time.61

Displays emphasizing Mexico’s industrialization dominated the Seattle show, 
which, in its departure from the Brussels pavilion focus on culture, falsified this 
panorama of unrest for foreign eyes (Figure 1.5). Folkloric demonstrations of 
“Mexicanness” were also interspersed with this sanitized representation of social 
relations. This time tezontle was not exhibited as part of the pavilion’s structure or 
exhibition but on its own, both as a Mexican industrial product and as an odd-
ity. “Two walls of tezontle,” a review of the Seattle pavilion published in a Mexico 
City daily read, “provoked admiration and generated chatter among the visitors. 
Its abrupt, luscious texture, its reddish, burnt, aged color, attracted them. Upon 
seeing tezontle, the question emerges: ‘What is it?’”62 The pavilion presented other 
materials and techniques rarely seen out of Mexico. For instance, a wall of blown 
glass similar to the facade screen of the Brussels pavilion stood behind the hanging 
photographs alongside various other industrial products at Seattle. The pavilion 
also included a number of handmade products, including clothing and musical 
instruments.

In his comments to the local press, pavilion commissioner Lenin Molina 
established a connection between the Seattle display and the Mexican pavilion at 
Brussels, claiming that a dialogue between “modern” and “ancient” cultures char-
acterized the Mexican show. “We asked ourselves,” Molina said to the Seattle Times, 
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“what could our nation, only recently emerging from the boundaries of the past, 
bring to the world of the future?”63 With a mural, now lost, artist Manuel Felguérez 
offered a provocative answer to the bureaucrat’s question. “The two-sided cre-
ation,” a report stated about the mural, “was originally intended as a designed col-
lection of samples of all natural and industrial goods produced by Mexico.” “These 
run the gamut from two-penny copper coins to singing violins.”64 Embedding the 
latest products of Mexico’s industrialization onto the politically charged format of 
the mural, Felguérez’s work proved wildly popular, generating interest not only 
among fair visitors and officials, but eventually drawing attention from such influ-
ential art institutions as New York’s Museum of Modern Art as well.65

Ramírez Vázquez’s next showing, the pavilion for the New York World’s Fair of 
1964, was designed in tandem with the Seattle show, but was much more ambitious 
than its predecessor. Mexico accepted the fair organizers’ invitation, extended 
by commissioner and New York master builder 
Robert Moses in October 1960.66 This time, Mexico 
was given one of the best spots at the fairgrounds in 
Flushing Meadows, Queens, directly in front of the 
steel Unisphere designed by Gilmore D. Clarke as the 

Figure 1.5. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and 
Rafael Mijares, with Iker Larrauri (exhibition 
designer), Mexico Pavilion, Century 21 Fair, 
Seattle, 1962. National Archives and Records 
Administration (NARA), College Park, 
Maryland.



Figure 1.6. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Mexico Pavilion, New York World’s 
Fair, 1964–65. New York World’s Fair 1964–65 
Corporation Records, Manuscripts and 
Archives Division, New York Public Library, 
Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations.

Figure 1.7. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Mexico Pavilion, New York World’s 
Fair, 1964–65. New York World’s Fair 1964–65 
Corporation Records, Manuscripts and 
Archives Division, New York Public Library, 
Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations.
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Fair’s space-age symbol. As can be gleaned from an exchange between Lawrence 
McGinley, Fordham University president, and fair official Bruce Nicholson, 
expectations of Mexico among the fair’s organizers in New York were higher 
than in previous fairs. While McGinley prepared to visit the pavilion architects in 
Mexico in late 1963, Nicholson asked him to persuade them about certain aspects 
of their display in the works. “The Fair would like to have the architects stress the 
cultural aspects of Mexico above and beyond the others,” Nicholson wrote. “We 
are not sure that the Mexicans are entirely aware of the great impression and influ-
ence their modern architecture and paintings are having on architects and artists 
throughout the world.” What Nicholson wanted to see in the New York pavilion, 
moreover, was the central element that the Brussels one had contained. “From the 
point of view of the mass of visitors being North Americans,” he wrote, “we feel 
[they] should design their exhibits to stress the ancient cultures and the modern 
cultures as seen through their artists, and how one was affected by the other.”67

Mijares did not exactly accommodate these demands, and designed a fully 
abstract structure of reinforced concrete clad in steel that included two levels and 
a mezzanine terrace (Figure 1.6). Four-sided in plan, its facades were concave and 
equipped with steel sunbreakers. The architect placed a still pool of water and gar-
dens at the building’s entrance, making its lower level a covered walkway con-
tinuing such open spaces. The structure rested on cross-shaped steel supports. Its 
central hall, capped with a translucent fiberglass dome, was as high as the pavilion 
was tall. Two semicircular staircases distributed circulation toward the pavilion’s 
upper level, two stories in height. In dialogue with a number of other structures at 
the fair, the Mexican pavilion also related well with the Unisphere.68 The Mexican 
pavilion’s sunbreaker screens resonated directly with the sphere’s steel surface, an 
affinity that photographers at the fair were eager to emphasize (Figure 1.7). The 
affinity was not a mere coincidence. As early as November 1961, as he prepared the 
design of the pavilion, Mijares had requested information about the fair’s emblem, 
gearing its textures and forms to respond very specifically to Clarke’s. Most obvi-
ously, the Mexican pavilion’s concave facades directly echoed the Unisphere’s cur-
vature, as if, although physically separated, the pavilion and the sculpture belonged 
to a common formal assemblage.69

These internationalist aspirations threatened to prove detrimental to how 
distinctively Mexican the structure would appear to the public. After visiting 
the fairgrounds in early 1963, Mijares was worried that his pavilion looked too 
much like the U.S. Federal Pavilion designed by the office of Charles Luckman 
(Figure 1.8), and wrote anxious telegrams to fair staff to confirm whether this was 
the case.70 Mijares’s anxiety was justified, because to the untrained architectural 
eye the Mexican and U.S. pavilions at the fair were almost identical structures: 
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cantilevered volumes with concave facades defined 
by sunbreakers, both clad in steel. Because the two 
pavilions were relatively close together, moreover, 

the Mexican pavilion looked like a smaller version of the U.S. pavilion from a dis-
tance, which represented an obvious diplomatic impasse for Mexico.

During the 1964 season of the fair, the first of two seasons, the Mexican pavil-
ion’s primary focus was not on culture but on the development of the transpor-
tation, automotive, and construction industries of Mexico, much more intensely 
than had been the case at either Seattle or Brussels. As described by architects 
Mijares and Héctor Echeverría, a collaborator on the pavilion’s interior, at a pro-
motional lecture about the pavilion given in New York in December 1963, the 
pavilion’s interior was to be devoted to an explanation of Mexico’s progress since 
the revolution of the 1910s. Eventually scrapped from the program owing to its 
high cost and because there were fears that it might short-circuit if used by too 
many people simultaneously, was a didactic map of Mexico to be placed in its first 
floor. Enclosed within a glass box and fully interactive, the map would show con-
tributions in the areas of education, transport, tourism, and nuclear energy over a 
map of Mexico. The purpose of the display, Mijares and Echeverría claimed, was 
to showcase “that which man has given to the state” in Mexico, and, in turn, to 
emphasize “what the state has given back to man.”71 The display’s primary func-
tion was thus to reify the relationships between the state, the commodities that 

Figure 1.8. Charles Luckman and Associates, 
U.S. Federal Pavilion, New York World’s Fair, 
1964–65. Author’s collection.
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represented it, and the subjects who were intended to interact with these commod-
ities at the pavilion. Georg Lukács describes reification as the purposeful occlusion 
of the relations between commodities and the material conditions necessary for 
their actual facture. He argues that the “ghostly” allure of commodities, whose con-
sumption tends to be motivated by their perceived possession of lifelike qualities, 
essentially requires the muddying up, or even the complete excision from view, of 
these relations.72 The display that Mijares and Echeverría described presented the 
contentious, uneven, and fundamentally violent relationships between the single-
party state and its governed subjects in this fashion. This interactive machine lit-
erally animated these relationships by layering its didactic, shifting lights over the 
cartographic representation of Mexican national space.

A less technologically savvy but no less politically charged version of this display 
was eventually included in the pavilion. As Mijares explained to Eduardo Terrazas, 
who worked as the resident architect of the Mexico pavilion, in a February 1964 
letter, the map would not be interactive but would display a sequence of flash-
ing lights mapping each of the state’s infrastructure contributions over a map 
of Mexico. First, lights would flash to display how many of these contributions 
existed in 1910, which was comparatively very few; after a few seconds, flashing 
lights would map the presence of these public works in 1964, by which time they 
had multiplied exponentially.73

Specialized architecture publications in Mexico reviewed the Mexican pavil-
ion favorably. Although “official” representations of countries at world’s fairs were 
necessarily reductive, Calli argued that Mexico had nevertheless managed to pres-
ent an image of itself in New York that was “accurate” enough. Architecturally, 
the pavilion departed from the “Mexican” formula that combined murals and a 
modernist box presented at Brussels, and its exhibit was less folkloric than that of 
its predecessor, both changes that the journal welcomed. It was, in sum, a “realist 
portrayal of what Mexico may well be today: a developing country, though one that 
faces tremendous economic and educational challenges.”74 As the politically con-
servative building industry journal Construcción Mexicana pointed out, the pavilion 
also fulfilled the function of attracting potential economic investments to Mexico. 
Published by a subsidiary of the U.S. publisher McGraw-Hill in Mexico, this jour-
nal often celebrated Mexican architectural and design contributions that facili-
tated the influx of U.S. capital into the country. Its interpretation of the New York 
pavilion fell along these lines. At the pavilion, the journal claimed, cultural dis-
plays only served as a prelude to the presentation of Mexico’s economic “miracle,” 
which was defined by the openness toward “international” entrepreneurship.75

Despite its U.S.-friendly tone, the Mexican pavilion’s display of this kind of 
vigor and promise seems to have directly conflicted with the expectations of fair 
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organizers. An October 1960 telegram sent by organizer W. E. Potter to New York 
State governor and fair patron Charles Poletti gives us some sense of the kind of 
dynamism that Robert Moses wanted to see in the Mexican exhibit. “Mr. Moses 
indicated,” Potter wrote, “that the Mexican exhibit should not be static, that there 
should be some movement either of things or personnel, guitar-strumming, or 
what have you.”76 Moses also asked Poletti to persuade the Mexican delegation to 
have museógrafo Miguel Covarrubias organize “an Indian exhibit” in the Mexican 
pavilion.77 Unfortunately for Moses, Covarrubias had died four years before his 
request.

Moses’s desire to include Covarrubias’s participation seems logical enough. At 
least one show with which this museógrafo had been involved had left a durable 
imprint on U.S.–Mexican cultural relations, especially those that were negoti-
ated in New York. Emblematic of attempts to create “good neighbor” relations 
between the United States and Mexico through the exchange of culture during 
the Second World War was the 1940 exhibition Twenty Centuries of Mexican Art. 
Hosted by the Museum of Modern Art in New York (MoMA), the show was a 
coordinated effort between MoMA and several state-sponsored cultural insti-
tutions in the United States and Mexico. This exhibition, organized by Alfonso 
Caso, then president of Mexico’s National Institute of Anthropology and History 
(INAH), presented the widest range of pre-Hispanic, colonial, and modern 
artifacts from Mexico ever displayed together until then, and Covarrubias was 
entrusted with curating the modern art section of the show. The exhibit thus 
facilitated what Holly Barnett-Sánchez describes as a collaborative appropriation 
of the pre-Columbian past by the governments of Mexico and the United States, 
while also serving as the clearest curatorial precedent for Gamboa’s encyclopedic 
shows of Mexican art and culture.78

Despite the political and economic undertones of their pavilion, Mexican orga-
nizers at the 1964 New York fair also attempted to accommodate demands for 
“folkloric” content from the very beginning. Among the responses to this expec-
tation was a live performance organized by the commissioner of the first season 
of the Mexican pavilion, Jorge Canavati. In a letter sent to fair organizer Bruce 
Nicholson, Canavati described the show as “a spectacle derived from ancient Aztec 
tradition in which, hanging by their heels from ropes attached to a platform atop 
a 50-foot pole, the performers, acting as the four cardinal points, fling themselves 
into space and spiral headlong to earth in ever widening arcs, while a lone musi-
cian seated aloft calls out ritual melodies on a reed flute” (Figure 1.9).79 As he was 
pitching this suggestion to a skeptical Nicholson, Canavati attached a press photo-
graph of the flyers in front of the Pyramid of the Niches, a structure built at the 
ancient site of El Tajín, in Veracruz, which is not far from Papantla, where the 
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flyers are originally from (Figure 1.10). The flyers in 
New York would be placed in the same position in 
front of the Mexico pavilion as they were in front of 
the pyramid in the photograph, heightening the rela-
tionship between the photographic image of ancient 
buildings in Mexico and the fantasy of new ones in 
Queens. After a few weeks of crowded performances, 
complaints about the noise made by the flyers started 
pouring in. In July, Poletti urged Nicholson to “elim-
inate any barking that occurs at the Mexican pavil-
ion,” and to “make sure that the loudness of the 
description of any act by [them] is reduced, so that you can’t hear it all over the 
place.”80 Yet, before the show lost popularity in spite of this loud promotion, some 
visitors to the fair lamented that the “Aztec Birdmen” had not been marketed vig-
orously enough to receive the credit they deserved.81

DIPLOMATS OF STONE
Spectacular as the flyers proved to be, Eduardo Terrazas recalls that the pavilion’s 
1964 season was not popular enough to fulfill the expectations of fair organizers or 
of the members of the Mexican delegation.82 This led Mexican officials to request 
Gamboa to replace Canavati as pavilion commissioner and design the interior of its 

Figure 1.10. Photograph of flyers of Papantla 
in front of Pyramid of the Niches, Veracruz, 
Mexico, undated. New York World’s Fair 
1964–65 Corporation Records, Manuscripts 
and Archives Division, New York Public 
Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations.

Figure 1.9. Flyers of Papantla perform in front 
of Mexico Pavilion, New York World’s Fair, 
1964–65. New York World’s Fair 1964–65 
Corporation Records, Manuscripts and 
Archives Division, New York Public Library, 
Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations.
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second season, which opened in April 1965. The New York pavilion’s second run 
was much more focused on Mexican art and culture than the first, bringing back 
much of what audiences had liked about Mexico at Expo ’58. A decisive shift thus 
occurred, as the template for a “folkloric” representation of Mexico supplanted 
one that emphasized the country’s industrial, political, and economic gains. The 
shift was onerous, and not just symbolically so: “About three-quarters of a million 
dollars has been spent to redesign the pavilion and its exhibits for 1965,” a press 
release for the fair stated. “What has emerged is a treasure house of the arts por-
traying a magnitude and opulence which should make this pavilion one of the most 
outstanding at the Fair.”83

Despite this clear cultural turn, not everyone was pleased with Gamboa’s efforts. 
Among the artists featured in the exhibit were Gamboa’s Brussels stars: Rivera, 
Tamayo, Orozco, and Siqueiros. For some U.S. fairgoers, the presence of Siqueiros 
was hard to stomach, and one disgruntled visitor chose to voice her discontent to 
Moses. “Former Head of the Communist Party [in Mexico],” she wrote, “Siqueiros 
was imprisoned for his activities.” The visitor enclosed clippings of “a disgraceful 
anti-American ‘March’ of May 11th involving the BURNING of our United States 
FLAG and an effigy of Uncle Sam” that Siqueiros had led in Mexico City, and 
claimed that she would advise “the members of my church in New York and my 
friends and acquaintances to boycott the Mexican exhibition.”84

This response to the pavilion, which originated beyond the discursive realm of 
official diplomatic negotiations, points to a subtext of U.S.–Mexican diplomatic 
interactions that both the fair organizers and the Mexican delegation elided, and 
which the pavilion’s production strategically repressed. This visitor’s discom-
fort with the presence of Siqueiros, still a politically active figure in Mexico who 
had been imprisoned for the dubious crime of “social dissolution” by the López 
Mateos administration in 1960 in light of his challenges to this administration’s 
cultural and political agendas, echoes the unease that another encounter between 
a Mexican mural painter and artistic patrons in New York had spurred: the case 
of Diego Rivera’s 1932–34 commission for a mural at Rockefeller Center. Rivera’s 
mural for the center was destroyed on account of its Communist-inspired imag-
ery in the midst of conservative backlash against his otherwise popular work.85 
Resistance to the inclusion of Siqueiros’s work at the Mexican pavilion in New 
York in 1965 alludes to the extent to which the pavilion’s populist narrative may 
have been at odds with popular sentiment about Mexican art on both sides of the 
border. In other words, although this state-sponsored representation attempted to 
sanitize the political content of much of the mural art it presented in an effort to 
appeal to mass audiences in the United States—especially the content that exposed 
the domestic resistance of mural artists to state-sponsored cultural production in 
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Mexico—we cannot assume that visitors to the pavilion were necessarily sympa-
thetic to this gesture.86

There was probably little reason to protest about the rest of Gamboa’s remade 
exhibit, whose other crowd-pleasing components aside from mural painting could 
be more easily read as politically neutral. Gamboa brought to the fair two mon-
umental Olmec heads, very large naturalistic portraits of ancient rulers made of 
carved basaltic rock known as Monuments One and Five from the site of San 
Lorenzo Tenochtitlán, in Veracruz (Figure 1.11). Over three meters in height and 
weighing several tons, these artifacts, carved sometime between 1500 and 400 
BCE, were quite imposing, to say the least. New York 
audiences presumably knew the larger of the two 
heads, Monument One, rather well. For two weeks 
in May 1965, the monolith had stood at Seagram 
Plaza, facing Mies van der Rohe’s famous skyscraper 
on Park Avenue, on a pedestal designed by archi-
tect Philip Johnson.87 Generally speaking, to New 

Figure 1.11. Charles Poletti and Fernando 
Gamboa (left) pose for a photograph next to 
San Lorenzo Monument One, installed in front 
of Mexico Pavilion, New York World’s Fair, 
1964–65. New York World’s Fair 1964–65 
Corporation Records, Manuscripts and 
Archives Division, New York Public Library, 
Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations.
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York audiences the Olmecs presumably were not entirely unknown. Since 1950, 
a replica of an Olmec colossal head had been exhibited at the American Museum 
of Natural History in the city.88 The New York Times had presented the movement 
of the Olmec heads and the methods for their carving as one of the “Eight Riddles 
of Mankind” in September 1964, alongside such other examples as Stonehenge, 
the Nazca lines in Peru, and the cave paintings of Lascaux, France.89 The mass-
mediated realm in which these heads made these “appearances,” wherein Olmec 
heads could retain their associations with Mexican culture yet also be described as 
part of the shared heritage of “mankind,” was precisely the domain of “universal” 
culture within which the diplomatic efforts of figures like Torres Bodet attempted 
to situate Mexico’s cultural heritage. Exhibitions like the one orchestrated by the 
Mexican delegation to the world’s fair in New York were instrumental in further-
ing these attempts.

The Olmec heads were not the first “ancient” monuments displayed in front 
of the Mexican pavilion at the 1964–65 World’s Fair. Before Gamboa’s heads two 
such artifacts had been installed in front of the Mexican pavilion and its attached 
structure, a restaurant that served typical Mexican fare.90 Yet even faithful replicas 
of artifacts much more highly valued than the Olmec heads in Mexican nationalist 
mythology—the Aztec Coatlicue sculpture, installed in front of the restaurant, and 
the Aztec Calendar Stone, exhibited in front of the pavilion building—proved less 
of a draw than expected.91 In retrospect, this is somewhat surprising. The replica 
of Coatlicue had something of a history with New York audiences, as it had been 
the centerpiece of Twenty Centuries of Mexican Art at MoMA. The Aztec calendar 
replica, for its part, was a popular exhibit at New York’s American Museum of 
Natural History.92

The appeal of the Olmec heads shown in the Mexican pavilion consisted largely 
of their status as originals, not replicas. Part of the oldest tradition of Mesoamerican 
art, the Olmec heads were also “new” in terms of their modern history as objects 
of archaeological inquiry and popular fascination. Known to specialists since the 
1860s, they had been rediscovered by mass audiences in the United States only 
in the 1940s, and popular fascination with the size and naturalism of the heads, 
as well as the mysterious circumstances of their production and transportation 
in ancient times, had intensified over the subsequent two decades. A sequence of 
expeditions cosponsored by the Smithsonian Institution and National Geographic 
magazine, and led by U.S. archaeologist Matthew Stirling, catapulted the heads to 
mainstream visibility.93

Gamboa’s remade Mexican pavilion positioned the heads at the origin of a 
“national” cultural trajectory. Gamboa placed San Lorenzo Monument One 
in front of Clarke’s Unisphere, where it replaced the Aztec calendar replica. He 
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positioned San Lorenzo Monument Five closely behind it, as part of an outdoor 
display directly adjacent to the performance of the Flyers of Papantla, who were 
again commissioned to appear at the pavilion for the 1965 season.94 Here again, 
as in Brussels, Gamboa constructed Mexico’s image on the basis of an opposition 
between the extremely “old” and the extremely “new,” with a folkloric perfor-
mance positioned as the connecting vessel between these two domains. Except that 
here there was a significant twist, as the fully abstract New York pavilion evinced 
no ostensible traits of anything Mexican, lacking the figurative mural or the use 
of any distinctively Mexican construction materials of its Brussels predecessor. 
Sure enough, the pairing of the Olmec heads, renowned for the striking natural-
ism of their portraiture, and the ostensibly modernist pavilion, celebrated the pre-
sumed continuity in the creativity and design dexterity of their “Mexican” makers. 
However, the distance between the “ancient” and “youthful” Mexicos presented in 
juxtaposition with one another was also spectacularly showcased.

Here again reification was the key narrative device employed by Ramírez 
Vázquez and his collaborators, for they deliberately obscured the arbitrary logic of 
the assemblage of objects they concocted, and presented the relationship between 
them as self-evident. At the New York World’s Fair, the construction of Mexico’s 
pavilion on the basis of arbitrary juxtapositions tied together by a tenuous narrative 
of cultural contiguity seemed to celebrate and negate Mexico’s folkloric condition 
at the same time. Although the exhibit collapsed the physical distance between the 
ancient monoliths and the modern pavilion, it also showcased the extreme tem-
poral distance between the two categories of objects. The message of the display 
was, to put it another way, that the commodities that Mexico was able to produce 
and showcase as part of its national repertoire had evolved tremendously, from the 
rugged, primitive surfaces of the Olmec heads to the sophisticated materials of the 
modernist pavilion behind them. And yet, the pavilion was caught in a double bind 
that many of its predecessors among Mexican diplomatic buildings had grappled 
with, wherein its bold articulation of a distinctively Mexican modernity was predi-
cated on the atavistic worship of a piece of the country’s archaeological glory.

San Lorenzo Monument One was undeniably the protagonist of the new pavil-
ion. Its arrival at the fair on July 9, 1965, was a much-celebrated event, and included 
live musical performances, as well as a parade to accompany its movement through 
the fairgrounds. Music for the parade was not just provided by Mexican perform-
ers, but by the choir of a local church, St. Camillus Church, from Flushing, Queens, 
who sang “Hello, Dolly!,” a Grammy Award–winning song from that year, as the 
heavy monolith rolled through the fairgrounds on the back of a trailer.95 After the 
head was installed in front of the Mexican pavilion, Poletti, Moses, and Gamboa 
took turns giving speeches next to the artifact, emphasizing its primitive, elusive 
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origins. Gamboa did little to dispel the exotic Olmec heads’ mystique, describing 
them as representations of a “ritual ball game between gigantic warriors or players 
symbolizing the cosmic struggle of the celestial bodies.”96

Although smaller than its partner, San Lorenzo Monument Number Five had 
a more extensive exhibition history to bring to the table. An otherwise rugged 
artifact, the head was paradoxically expected to enhance the international flair of 
the Mexican pavilion, and of the fair as a whole. As a press release from April 1965 
stated, the monument had “been exhibited widely throughout the world including 
the cities of Paris, Rome, Leningrad, Moscow and Warsaw, among others.”97 The 
head had indeed traveled as part of Gamboa’s largest-ever traveling exhibition, 
Masterworks of Mexican Art, which toured a number of capitals in Europe and the 
Americas during four full years, between 1960 and 1963. Upon the exhibition’s 
landing in Los Angeles, its final stop in the fall of 1963, the New York Times esti-
mated that nine million people had seen the show, with many more thousands 
flocking to its West Coast showing.98

A collision point of ancient and modern, exotic and cosmopolitan surfaces, the 
juxtaposition of the steel-and-glass skin of the fully abstract Mexican pavilion 
against the rugged surfaces of the Olmec heads at Flushing Meadows encapsulates 
the seemingly contradictory articulations through which Mexican modernity was 
given shape at this international event. Most interestingly, perhaps, the Olmec 
heads brought by Gamboa stood in interesting dialogue with other symbols at the 
fair, nothing about which was particularly Mexican, ancient or folkloric. A press 
release for the fair stressed that the “Olmeca head, expressing the cultures and 
beliefs of [ancient Mexico], [would] face the Unisphere, the World’s Fair symbol 
of present-day ‘Peace through Understanding.’ The two will serve as giant expres-
sions of art in their respective eras.”99

The most spectacular incarnation of the “new” Mexico that Ramírez Vázquez 
and Gamboa would ever devise, the evolution of this exhibition as a result of 
conflicting symbolic demands underscores the malleability and vulnerability of 
Mexico’s “national” articulations. Expectations of a folkloric Mexico precipitated 
the shift toward the primitivist display of the country, which ultimately resulted 
in a confrontation between ancient and modern things, and which pushed the pre-
sentation of the country’s gains in economic and political realms out of the picture. 
Like the rest of curatorial decisions made in the context of the world’s fairs seen 
thus far, the sequence of interventions made in New York resulted from a set of 
interrelated forces, including internecine divisions in Mexico’s diplomatic team, 
the demand for Mexican self-exoticization on the part of the organizers of the 
fair, and the attempt to produce an exhibition that would hopefully not alienate its 
popular audiences.
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Responding simultaneously to the demands of the fair organizers and to the 
desire to promote official economic and cultural policy, the organizers of the pavil-
ion produced a spectacle of self-exoticization whose flexibility reveals that the tem-
plates for cultural performance at their disposal were quite pliable. Similarly, the 
interactions between the organizing cultural bureaucrats and the artists involved 
with these pavilions reveal that, beyond these loose narrative contours, there was 
no preset notion of cultural “Mexicanness” beyond what the push and pull of dip-
lomatic negotiations during this particular encounter—and at least to some degree 
the popular sentiment that these narratives could engender—could shape. Much 
the same could be said of Mexico’s other world’s fairs pavilions, whose populist 
articulations did not necessarily match up with “popular” taste. Most dramatically 
embodied in the localized history of Mexico’s pavilion for the 1964–65 World’s 
Fair, similar conflicts about how to persuasively represent the “miracle’s” inter-
secting economic, technological, and historical forces plagued Mexico’s participa-
tion in subsequent events of this type.

HEMISPHERIC SHOWS
Largely thanks to the Olmec heads, Gamboa’s show in New York was well attended, 
but the Mexican delegation’s overall participation in the two seasons of the world’s 
fair came at a high cost. In August 1964 Erwin Witt, comptroller for the fair, wrote 
to Moses informing him that, considering construction costs alone, the Mexican 
delegation’s unpaid debt amounted to $1.2 million, out of which $1 million was 
owed to subcontractors.100 Financial matters in New York were eventually settled 
(with legal teams involved), yet at Expo ’67, the next world’s fair in which Mexico 
participated with a show by Gamboa, there were hiccups early on. Owing to a num-
ber of logistical problems that included tardiness in the construction of the building 
and the delayed shipment of artworks for its interior exhibit, the Mexican pavilion 
opened a day late, a fact reported in several international press outlets that caused 
concern among Mexican diplomats and bureaucrats.101 When it eventually opened, 
the pavilion was one of the most ambitious that Mexico sent to any world’s fair.

The pavilion’s interior departed little from the script of Gamboa’s previous 
exhibitions. The center of the display was a monumental painting by Tamayo 
titled The Mexican and His World.102 “The Mexican and His World” was the general 
title of Mexico’s exhibit, which also included replicas of large-scale pre-Hispanic 
artifacts, colonial-period altars and paintings, and twentieth-century artworks by 
Mexico’s mural painters. Having made their first appearance at New York, the 
Flyers of Papantla were featured again in Gamboa’s Montreal show. The set of 
folkloric images that the pavilion advertised hence fell along much the same lines 
as those of this earlier display.
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Compared to the Mexican pavilions of the 
recent past, however, the architecture of Mexico’s 
contribution to Expo ’67 presented a crucial for-

mal departure. Rendering the confrontation between “old” and “new” domains 
more literal than its predecessors had, the Mexican pavilion was actually split into 
two parts (Figure 1.12). One was an outdoor replica of the so-called Nunnery 
Quadrangle at Uxmal, a famous Maya structure in the Yucatán Peninsula, which 
was built partly out of fragments of the original building shipped to Quebec. 
Visitors moving through this structure, which simultaneously functioned as a 
replica and as a gate, would find an exhibit of ancient and contemporary Mexican 
sculptures. Designed by architects Antonio García and Leonardo Favela, the sec-
ond part of the Mexican pavilion was a fully enclosed structure built out of a light 
frame of aluminum and steel and a skin of wood. A “fan” of three hyperbolic 
paraboloids defined its facade (Figure 1.13). These shapes, Construcción Mexicana 
reported, “dominated the pavilion’s exterior, looking like a butterfly, a star of a 
marine shell,” as an expression of “our tradition of intricate roofing.”103

Just whose tradition this really was is hard to say. These evocative shapes were 
not too distant from the gentle curvatures that defined Frei Otto’s tensile tent 
structure enclosing the German pavilion at Montreal. Closer to them still were the 
forms of Iannis Xenakis and Le Corbusier’s renowned Philips pavilion for Expo 
’58 at Brussels, a structure defined by the interplay of nine thin hyperbolic parab-
oloid shells of prestressed concrete. Yet, despite these internationalist echoes, the 

Figure 1.12. Antonio García and Leonardo 
Favela, Mexico Pavilion, Expo ’67, Montreal, 
1967. Postcard. Author’s collection.
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highly sculptural forms of Mexico’s Expo ’67 pavil-
ion were also strangely “Mexican,” if perhaps not in 
the most obvious way.

In Mexican architecture and design circles, the hyperbolic paraboloid was 
a structural form most associated with the work of Félix Candela, who, having 
arrived in Mexico as a refugee of the Spanish Civil War in 1939, eventually rose to 
great prominence in the Mexican capital. By the late 1960s, Candela was renowned 
internationally for his ability to create intricate curved structures out of rein-
forced concrete in a wide range of highly visible buildings, including warehouses 
and industrial spaces as well churches, nightclubs, and restaurants. Among the best 
known such buildings was Candela’s 1958 Los Manantiales restaurant, a flower-
shaped structure of thin hyperbolic paraboloid shells built in Xochimilco, then a 
small city south of Mexico City, in collaboration with architect Joaquín Álvarez 
Ordóñez (Figure 1.14).

One of the most widely discussed and celebrated aspects of Candela’s buildings, 
especially the dozens of warehouse spaces built by his company Cubiertas Ala in 
Mexico through the 1950s and 1960s, was the fact that they were essentially “hand-
made” by an abundant and cheap workforce. Especially in his more intricate build-
ings, Candela required wooden formworks for concrete that could be made only 
by hand, a method of construction made cost-efficient by the low cost of construc-
tion labor in the industrializing yet still impoverished country (Plate 2). Despite 
this handmade quality, Candela’s buildings were structurally sound on account of 

Figure 1.13. Antonio García and Leonardo 
Favela, Mexico Pavilion, Expo ’67, Montreal, 
1967. Courtesy of Allan Petley.
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his precise and sophisticated structural calculations, 
which were revered in a number of “developed” 
architectural centers.

In the United States, such publications as Clive 
Bamford Smith’s Builders in the Sun (1967) presented Candela as a twentieth-century 
architectural master. Smith had included the Spanish-born architect in an illustri-
ous list of Mexican “form givers” alongside Mathias Goeritz (born in Germany), 
Mario Pani, Juan O’Gorman, and Luis Barragán. In Smith’s book, a black-and-
white photograph of seemingly ever-expanding concrete umbrellas rising over the 
eerily empty floor of Candela’s Cabero warehouse embodies the sublime aesthetics 
with which the architect’s work was perceived to have infused the industrial spaces 
of the Mexican “miracle” (Figure 1.15).104 In other publications ranging from the 
Mexican specialized and popular press to international mass-media outlets like 
Time magazine to the specialized accounts of architectural historians like Sigfried 
Giedion, Candela was singled out as the primary builder of Mexico’s economic 
“miracle,” and his architecture in concrete, especially his hyperbolic paraboloids, 
were widely understood as a “Mexican” architectural sensation.105 Before Expo ’67, 
Candela’s hyperbolic paraboloids were internationally visible enough to attract the 
interest of architects who participated in world’s fairs. Charles Luckman, architect 
of the U.S. pavilion for the 1964–65 New York World’s Fair, invited Candela to 
collaborate on a different project from the one that his firm eventually built there. 

Figure 1.14. Félix Candela and Joaquín 
Álvarez Ordóñez, Los Manantiales restaurant, 
Xochimilco, Mexico, 1958. Photograph by the 
author.
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The project was an ambitious structure that incor-
porated the use of hyperbolic paraboloids, but it did 
not materialize.106

Undeniably, then, the “intricate roofing tradition” 
that the Mexican pavilion for Expo ’67 advertised 
was linked powerfully, if obliquely, to the visibility of Candela’s work. However, 
the legibility of the hyperbolic paraboloid as a Mexican structural form was not 
necessarily coupled with Candela’s work in specific terms. More significant was the 
hyperbolic paraboloid’s condition as an ideal discursive vehicle for the construc-
tion of a connection between Mexico’s industrialization and its “folkloric” culture, 
a central aim of the Montreal pavilion and of virtually all the Mexican pavilions 
of the 1950s and 1960s. Mexico’s folkloric response to the displays of sophisti-
cated building technologies at Expo ’67, a fair dominated by such structures as 
Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic dome for the U.S. pavilion, was not intended as a 
simple rejection of the technology that these first-world countries spectacularized 
as part of their national displays. Instead, the Mexican pavilion glorified technolog-
ical achievements and the relative underdevelopment of its construction industry 
by showcasing a “native” architectural advancement: at once “underdeveloped” in 
its production and sophisticated owing to its structural complexity, the hyperbolic 
paraboloid showcased Mexico’s relative strengths and weaknesses as part of a uni-
fied package. As they had been juxtaposed in the 1958, 1962, and 1964 world’s fair 

Figure 1.15. Félix Candela, Cabero Warehouse, 
c. 1956. From Clive Bamford Smith, Builders 
in the Sun: Five Mexican Architects (New York: 
Architectural Book Publishing Company, 
1967), 98–99.
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pavilions of Mexico, this folkloric spectacle of “Mexicanness” was again showcased 
in Montreal alongside the visual and material proof of Mexico’s advances in such 
areas as industrial production, chemical engineering, and nuclear energy research, 
all areas that Gamboa’s exhibition covered.107

In proving malleable to the symbolic demands of this fair, the design pro-
duced by Gamboa’s team was making virtue out of necessity at Montreal, as had 
been the case in all the exhibitions we have seen. Of particular interest is the one 
world’s fair of the late 1960s whose general theme was actually Mexico-friendly. 
Themed as the “Confluence of Civilizations of the Americas,” Hemisfair ’68, orga-
nized in San Antonio, Texas, between April and October 1968, was envisioned as 
a celebration of Pan-Americanism. In its multiple twentieth-century inflections, 
this politically charged doctrine stressed the cultural kinship of the countries 
of the continent. As such, the fair participated in a discourse of cultural mixing 
very much related to the one that Mexico had articulated in all the pavilions ana-
lyzed here. Indeed, Mexican exhibitionary culture was central to the fair’s orga-
nization. Texas Governor John Connally, one of the fair’s primary patrons, was 
especially impressed by how the rhetoric of mestizaje was monumentalized at the 
National Museum of Anthropology (MNA) in Mexico City, a venue that, as the 
next chapter shows, drew a lot of its language from Mexican world’s fairs displays, 
and demanded that the Texas pavilion at Hemisfair model itself directly after this 
Mexican precedent.108

Among world’s fairs celebrated in the United States, Hemisfair was unique. 
Unlike its peers in New York or Seattle, Hemisfair was organized in a periph-
eral, still largely poor and underdeveloped city in the American Southwest as an 
attempt to gentrify its downtown core and promote its cultural distinctiveness so 
as to attract tourism and other sources of revenue. Hemisfair’s organizers were 
fully aware that the city, divided sharply between poor Mexican Americans and 
African Americans and wealthier whites, did not have much in terms of cosmopol-
itan sophistication or technological wonders to offer, which led them to market the 
city’s folkloric character aggressively. Tacitly acknowledging the city’s unsophis-
ticated condition relative to that of other cultural centers in the United States, an 
official Hemisfair document described San Antonio as “bilingual,” “multicultural,” 
and as a city that preserved “the grace of living native to Latin America.” The pro-
paganda language for this fair was angled to emphasize the city’s geographic and 
cultural proximity to this cultural region, with Mexico understood as its hemi-
spheric “gateway.”109 In more ways than one, then, Hemisfair genuinely shared 
more in terms of symbolic challenges with Mexico and Latin America than it did 
with cities and territories that had hosted world’s fairs farther up north in the past.

Although such an event seemed ideally poised to include a significant pavilion 
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by Mexico, Hemisfair was one of the events for which a Mexican delegation was 
initially the most unwilling to participate. From the very beginning, Mexico’s par-
ticipation was considered central by the fair’s organizers, who went so far as to set 
up a public relations agency in Mexico City in order to galvanize support for the 
project early in 1964, a first for any world’s fair that involved Mexico’s participa-
tion. Fair organizers also funded a sequence of strategic trips to Mexican border 
cities in order to convince regional corporate and political elites that promoting 
their businesses and products at the fair was a sound investment. In a December 
1964 letter to Tom Frost Jr., vice president of international participation for 
Hemisfair, the Mexican-born Carlos Freymann, Hemisfair’s primary liaison with 
international commissioners, argued that securing Mexican interest “could be the 
key that will open the door to the participation of the other two major countries 
in Latin America: Brazil and Argentina,” a strategic goal without which the organi-
zation of the fair could be in jeopardy. Freymann argued that Hemisfair should be 
sold to Mexican bureaucrats as a “collaborative” venture and as a “gateway” event to 
the Olympics, especially since the Olympics would open on October 12, 1968, less 
than a week after the San Antonio fair was scheduled to close.110 Mexican officials 
were reticent to officially commit to Hemisfair until April 1966. In a confidential 
letter, Gustavo Ortíz, a Hemisfair publicist working in Mexico City summarized 
the reasons for this reticence for William Sinkin, president of the event. Ortíz 
argued that the primary reason for it was Mexico’s embarrassment of riches when 
it came to demands for diplomatic architectural participations. He alluded to “the 
overwhelming number of invitations—542 to be exact—received by the [Mexican] 
Government for international events of all types: more fairs, exhibits, contests, 
sample showings, etc.”111

Robert González points out that, as part of early attempts to secure Mexican 
participation at Hemisfair, Mario Gonzales, chairman of San Antonio’s Fine Arts 
Commission, recommended to architects O’Neill Ford and Allison Peery, the fair’s 
primary designers, that they contact such Mexican architects and artists as Candela, 
Juan Sordo Madaleno, Ramírez Vázquez, Mathias Goeritz, and Juan O’Gorman 
in order to seek out their collaboration.112 O’Gorman, whose most visible archi-
tectural project of the last decade had been the mosaic-covered library building at 
the UNAM University City in Mexico City (1953), eventually completed a work 
at Hemisfair, a similar mural of mosaic devoted to the fair’s theme of cultural con-
fluence. O’Gorman’s work emblazoned one of the main facades of the Theater for 
Performing Arts of Hemisfair’s Convention Center Complex (Figure 1.16). Artist 
Carlos Mérida, who had been involved with the promotion of muralism since the 
1920s and had made his mark at such projects as Mario Pani’s Presidente Juárez 
(1952) and Nonoalco–Tlatelolco housing projects in Mexico City (1964) through 
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the creation of monumental abstract murals, also created a mural exploring racial 
and cultural mixing in the Americas for the interior of the San Antonio Civic 
Center, built for Hemisfair. Hemisfair additionally piqued the interest of Pani, 
who sent a project to Ford for a tower “600 meters high, having three revolving 
floors and one stationary floor.” Pani explicitly compared the proposed scale of the 
project to other well-known world’s fair towers such as the Eiffel Tower and the 

Seattle World’s Fair Space Needle, but argued that 
these existing structures had “no point of compar-
ison” with the one he proposed. Interestingly, Pani 
listed Candela as one of his structural advisers for the 
project, although Candela had devised a project of his 

Figure 1.16. Juan O’Gorman, mural at the 
Fine Arts Theater, San Antonio, 1968, as seen 
during Hemisfair ’68. National Archives and 
Records Administration (NARA), College 
Park, Maryland.
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own for Hemisfair, a tower of reinforced concrete crowned by twelve hyperbolic 
paraboloid shells of concrete.113

Although neither Pani nor Candela’s projects were built, Mexico’s delegation 
eventually produced an ambitious pavilion for Hemisfair. Employing tezontle, 
onyx, and “precious tropical woods” in its interior construction, the pavilion was 
dominated by primitivist readings of pre-Hispanic aspects of Mexican culture, 
to an even greater extent than any of its predecessors. Commissioned to display 
Mexico’s development during the same year that the Olympics were to be staged, 
the Hemisfair pavilion framed this display more explicitly than before as a rein-
stantiation of Mexico’s vanished pre-Columbian grandeur. Nowhere were the 
terms of this formulation more clearly laid out than in a letter sent by Sinkin to 
Gustavo Díaz Ordaz on the occasion of his inauguration in December 1964, long 
before the Mexican president had shown any interest in the fair:

[W]hen confronted with the direct vision of the new Mexican grandeur that 
drives the country towards a position that it occupied in the past, personally, and as 
an inhabitant of this Continent, I can’t but sincerely applaud the development 
accomplished by your hard-working people, and the deserved hope that it has 
placed in your hands.114

Here, Sinkin articulates Mexico’s developmentalist promise as the combination 
of a technocratic vision of economic and technological expansion and a nostalgic 
cultural appeal to the ancient “origins” of Mexico’s culture, and thus provides a 
perceptive description of the single-party state’s complicated understanding of its 
own claims to modernity. The Mexican pavilion at Hemisfair spatially articulated 
this peculiar type of time travel, which moved simultaneously forward and back-
ward in time, for its visitors. Its two central themes were the “Tree of Life,” a 
significant concept in Mesoamerican creation narratives, as well as the “Flower,” a 
symbol of fertility, life, and transformation in several Mesoamerican artistic tra-
ditions. Rufino Tamayo produced a large-scale mural that depicted a sequence of 
human figures collaborating to create a “flower” for its entrance. Unlike its prede-
cessors, the list of contemporary Mexican artists summoned to participate at this 
pavilion was greatly expanded to involve the works of a generation of postmural-
ist, mostly figurative artists and sculptors, invited to interpret the subject of “the 
flower” as well.115 The pavilion’s emblem was a large sculpture of a flower made of 
white onyx. In Gamboa’s description, this emblem honored the fair’s “confluence” 
theme, while constructing a diagram of global dimensions that echoed Mexico’s 
internationalist aspirations. The flower’s “pistils,” he wrote, “represent the cardi-
nal points that are, like the center [of the earth] and its opposing two elements, in 
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constant movement.”116 Much as the architectural form of Mijares’s pavilion for 
the New York World’s Fair resonated with the shape of the fair’s Unisphere, the 
design of this Mexican icon was especially geared to match well with Hemisfair’s 
primary icon, which represented the confluence theme as a diagram of swirling 
lines (Figure 1.17).

The rest of Mexico’s participation at Hemisfair recycled old themes. The flyers 
of Papantla made regular appearances. Gamboa brought San Lorenzo Monument 
Five to this fair, yet unlike in New York, where the artifact’s simultaneous exotic 
origins and international visibility were its most significant selling points, at San 
Antonio it was promoted in an entirely different way. A Hemisfair photograph 
illustrates this rather vividly, presenting a visibly disturbed Mexican-American 
child sitting in front of the head (Figure 1.18). “Although this fifth-century Olmec 
idol once inspired a respectful fear in all who gazed upon it,” the photograph’s 
official label claims, “this modern Texas child seems to be more afraid of the cam-
era than the stone image that spans fifteen centuries of her proud heritage.”117 The 
exotic artifact was thus presented as part of the child’s, and by implication other 
Mexican Americans’, pre-Hispanic heritage, a heritage that, as the fair’s rhetoric 
would have it, the child and her peers shared with “south of the border” Mexicans. 
Here again, as in the rest of Gamboa’s pavilions, a delicate alignment between 
race and geography, past and present, was articulated through the juxtaposition of 
objects and images. Not merely an uphill battle to demonstrate Mexico’s develop-
ment, at Hemisfair the challenge faced by Mexico’s pavilion was to articulate the 
perceived cultural relationships between the United States and Mexico with the 
help, as in the past, of a diplomat of stone. This anxious photograph thus embodies 
many of the careful transnational negotiations—replete with their tensions—that 
led to the assemblage of this exhibition, as they had to many of the pavilions of the 
preceding decade.

Figure 1.17. Comparison of sculpture in front 
of Mexico Pavilion and Hemisfair logo, 1968. 
MS-31, San Antonio Fair, Inc., Archives, 
University of Texas at San Antonio.



Figure 1.18. Photograph of a Mexican-
American child in front of San Lorenzo 
Monument Five, as displayed at the Mexico 
Pavilion at Hemisfair ’68, San Antonio, 1968. 
MS-31, San Antonio Fair, Inc., Archives, 
University of Texas at San Antonio.
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TECHNOLOGICAL PREDICAMENTS
What exactly did the Mexican “miracle” look like when showcased abroad, as far 
as these pavilions can tell us? What kinds of images were being circulated, nego-
tiated, and discussed, and what kind of cultural capital was being exchanged in 
the process? Ramírez Vázquez’s ponchos and sombreros were certainly not gone, 
yet the place they occupied within Mexican national representations fluctuated 
over time, and they were not always well received. The story of Gamboa’s last 
and most polemical world’s fair pavilion, for Expo ’70 in Osaka, illustrates this 
amply. Alongside the Tokyo ’64 Olympics, Expo ’70 was a major propaganda event 
intended to cement Japan’s post–World War II renaissance as a technological pow-
erhouse and promote its own economic “miracle” internationally. At no other fair 
was the emphasis on technological innovation, particularly in such fields as the 
production of computer systems, consumer electronics, and imaging technologies 
(photographic and film-based), as powerful as at Osaka. Development was argu-
ably less articulated through the kinds of heavy industry and natural resources 
management that Mexico had been able to showcase in previous fairs than by rep-
resentations of the production process of these new types of commodities.

Furthermore, Japan was a newly established commercial partner for Mexico. 
In September 1970, Díaz Ordaz’s administration entered into a substantial com-
mercial agreement with Japan, which had led, among other events, to Mexico and 
Japan exploring the possibility of building an industrial city in the outskirts of 
Mexico City.118 In firming up Japanese–Mexican collaborations, culture and eco-
nomics went hand in hand. In 1972, a major retrospective exhibition of Siqueiros’s 
work in Tokyo was advertised as an event that “inaugurated a new era of inter-
cultural relations between Japan and Mexico.”119 The preeminence of the United 
States as Mexico’s primary economic partner during the “miracle” years explains 
the elaborate world’s fairs pavilions that Mexico sent to these events in U.S. cities, 
and Japan’s rising status as a market for commercial and cultural exchange was cer-
tainly reflected by Mexico’s contribution to Expo ’70.

In spite of this, Agustín Hernández, the architect of Mexico’s Expo ’70 pavilion, 
still has mixed feelings about his experience. Hernández designed the pavilion as 
a flat platform punctuated by two triangular forms clad in marble. This arrange-
ment simultaneously honored pre-Columbian structural forms from Mexico and 
resonated with his interest in Japanese Metabolism, the highly sculptural architec-
tural trend that Expo ’70’s planning, headed by architect Kenzo Tange, renowned 
representative of the trend, also reflected.120 Hernández envisioned the pavilion as 
a continuous surface for the fast-paced projection of images, photographic slides as 
well as film. Today, Hernández describes his pavilion as a “giant kaleidoscope,” and 
claims he wanted its sculptural exterior to function as its primary exhibition space, 
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its surface dematerialized by the flow of rapidly moving images. Hernández argues 
that the use of projections was a comparatively cheap way to make an impression 
at Osaka that pavilions of other underdeveloped countries, such as the Thailand 
pavilion, used effectively. Additionally, the architect claims that he wished to at 
least superficially honor the fair’s technological bent despite the fact that Mexico’s 
display admittedly did not include much in the way of technological innovations.121

According to this original project, the majority of the more conventional art 
displays in Hernández’s pavilion—which, like its peers, was to feature juxtaposed 
ancient and modern Mexican artworks—would be sunken under the platform and 
thus be given secondary importance. However, Gamboa was strongly opposed to 
the idea of having any projections, interior or exterior, at the pavilion, and these 
only happened minimally. Instead, Gamboa commissioned ten artists, Manuel 
Felguérez among them, to complete murals for the pavilion’s interior, and made 
this interior space the center of the entire display. For the exterior of Hernández’s 
structure, Gamboa’s curatorial program featured no displays other than the same 
sculpture of a Mexican “flower” of white onyx included at the Mexico pavilion at 
Hemisfair.

Reversing their positive appraisals of his previous pavilions, art and architecture 
critics in Mexico wrote damning reviews of Gamboa’s decisions at Osaka. An edi-
torial in Calli regretted that the country had nothing more to show for itself in the 
pavilion aside from its visual culture, an especially serious deficiency at a world’s 
fair intended to highlight the technological achievements of the participating 
nations. Gamboa’s intervention was particularly problematic given that Mexico’s 
Osaka pavilion as envisioned originally by Hernández would have at least attempted 
to display some technological sophistication in addition to cultural riches. The 
pavilion, the editorial read, “indicates that our technological advancements are 
minimal,” and that “we will continue to stress that our great force or value emerges 
from our culture.”122 Art historian Raquel Tibol argued that between Brussels 1958 
and Osaka 1970 nothing about the Mexican pavilions organized by the museógrafo 
had changed, “except the continent [where they were shown].” Tibol conceded 
that the consistency of Gamboa’s exhibitions had allowed Mexico to save face at 
some of these events, given the country’s comparative backwardness in terms of 
technological advancements. But this had come at a price, with Mexico’s folkloric 
images having consistently taken center stage to the detriment of economic, politi-
cal, or industrial contributions.123

Tibol seems to have understood the political stakes of Mexico’s internation-
ally showcased image during the 1950s and 1960s. Yet in attributing a monolithic 
quality to Gamboa’s shows, Tibol was not entirely correct.124 A close analysis of 
the displays organized by Gamboa and his fellow museógrafos and architects during 
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the 1950s and 1960s gives us a sense of how anxious their collective attempt to 
create a consistent narrative of national culture while responding to a variety of 
symbolic demands truly was. As in past pavilions, moreover, many factors shaping 
Mexico’s Osaka presentation fell largely beyond Gamboa and his cohorts’ control. 
The curatorial program of his last pavilion certainly was outdated in many ways, 
but it is difficult to determine how much the curator could have done to produce 
a more technologically informed representation for Mexico, beyond the kinds of 
contrived curatorial acrobatics he had concocted in recent years.

That said, Mexico’s state-sponsored push for international visibility was not 
fully exhausted by 1970. That year, Mexico hosted the soccer World Cup, using 
some of the sports facilities that its Olympics had helped update and refurbish. 
International exhibitions of various sorts were still considered important among 
high-ranking presidential and diplomatic powers in Mexico. But, at least in Osaka, 
the taste for the unstable mixture of primitivist and folkloric images out of which 
Mexico’s “miracle”-age pavilions had been composed was arguably less persuasive 
than before. The “folkloric” template perfected at earlier events of this type con-
vinced neither domestic nor foreign audiences, and although the currency of this 
curatorial model did not quite die out after Gamboa’s last major pavilion, never 
again was the museógrafo in charge of an exhibition of this type. World’s fairs nev-
ertheless offered up only one discursive front on which to wage discursive battles 
about the past, present, and future of Mexican official identity. National museums 
of culture represented another crucial battleground.
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A 
photograph taken in September 1964 documents a visit by a group of 
architects, politicians, and bureaucrats to the new National Museum of 
Anthropology (MNA) in Mexico City (Figure 2.1). In the image, Ramírez 
Vázquez examines the display of the Aztec chamber, the most import-

ant room in the museum, alongside President López Mateos, Jaime Torres Bodet 
(then secretary of public education), Mexico City’s presidentially appointed mayor 
Ernesto Uruchurtu (officially titled regente of the city), MNA director Ignacio 
Bernal, Rafael Mijares, and architects and designers from his office. Although the 
photograph presents the architect-politician as the figurehead of a presidential pro-
paganda operation of the highest caliber, it is awkwardly off-kilter. Most notice-
ably, the spotlight in the room falls on the renowned Aztec Calendar Stone, to 
the right, while the visitors look intently in the opposite direction. Upon close 
examination, it becomes clear that this image is a montage in which a photograph 
documenting these bureaucrats’ official visit to a different part of the newly inau-
gurated museum has been added to a staged photograph of the empty Aztec room 
after the fact.

This image gives us a sense of the highly contrived nature of the relationships 
between designers, politicians, and other cultural bureaucrats that were cultivated 
during the “miracle.” The mise-en-scène reveals the close collaboration between 
various kinds of professionals as part of a major state-sponsored architectural and 
design project, but it also hints at the profoundly theatrical and performative 
nature of their interactions. Ramírez Vázquez and his collaborators posed avidly 
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for cameras at various moments during their visit to 
the newly inaugurated museum, but the postproduc-
tion work on some of these images further aggran-

dizes the events that they purportedly record.
The photograph also indicates that the combination of images and spaces 

that made up the exhibitionist state’s curatorial practice was not only produced 
for international consumption. Between the late 1950s and mid-1960s, as they 
were actively producing international pavilions, Ramírez Vázquez and his circle 
of designers were busy working on elaborate cultural displays at home as well. 
Commissioned directly by López Mateos, Ramírez Vázquez’s office was involved 
in the creation of a network of museums of national culture that had the MNA as 
its centerpiece. Although museums in Mexico had served as an interface between 
hegemonic articulations of national identity and the interests and demands of a 
broadening public sphere since the Porfiriato, this populist attempt to create muse-
ums for the education of the masses was largely unprecedented.1

These museum commissions have usually been explained as a result of Ramírez 
Vázquez’s personal ties to the presidential circle as well as his long-standing rela-
tionship to Torres Bodet. Additionally, the architect-politician has pointed to his 

Figure 2.1. Visita a la Sala Mexica, anonymous 
photographer. Archivo Ramírez Vázquez 
(ARV), Mexico City.
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experience as chief design officer for the MNA, more than once, as the most signif-
icant prelude to his Olympic work.2 Beyond the context of the architect-politician’s 
biography, the origins of the MNA and its allied museums are also located within 
an international framework of diplomatic and cultural exchanges. Like his pavil-
ions, Ramírez Vázquez’s museums, made for domestic consumption but also 
intended to attract tourist audiences to Mexico’s urban centers, monumentalized 
narratives of racial fusion, of cordiality among social classes in the face of height-
ened national modernization, and of the harmonious dialogue between the “old” 
and “new” components of Mexico’s culture. Like the pavilions of the last chapter, 
Ramírez Vázquez’s museums were indebted to a national repertoire of images and 
narrative tropes built during the Porfiriato and the early postrevolutionary period, 
yet they also responded, often in remarkable ways, to the intersecting cultural and 
geopolitical milieus of the mid-twentieth century.

One especially compelling episode illuminates several points of connection 
between the MNA’s “national” project and broader international coordinates of 
cultural diplomacy. Despite the museógrafo’s prom-
inent standing, Gamboa monopolized neither the 
movement nor the display of Olmec heads beyond 
Mexico’s borders during the early 1960s.3 San 
Lorenzo Monument Two, a head origi-
nally found in the same site as the heads 
that Gamboa brought to the world’s fairs 
in New York and San Antonio, and to 
Los Angeles with his traveling Master-
works show, eventually became part of 
the permanent collection of the MNA. 
The very first public display of this head 
occurred in front of a Mies van der 
Rohe building, except not the Seagram 
building in New York, where Gamboa 
exhibited San Lorenzo Monument One 
to great fanfare. In 1963, James Johnson 
Sweeney, then director of the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Houston, organized an 
exhibition whose centerpiece was San 
Lorenzo Monument Two as placed in 
front of Mies’s Cullinan Hall, the steel 
and glass exhibition pavilion inaugu-
rated in 1958 (Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2. San Lorenzo Monument Two 
exhibited in front of Cullinan Hall, Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston, 1963, as part of The Olmec 
Tradition. Robert Heizer Papers, National 
Anthropological Archives, Maryland.
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Originally, Sweeney had planned a show of “Pre-Cortés” art for Houston that 
would include objects primarily from the Maya and Aztec art traditions. As he 
began to plan this show, he came into contact with a number of Mexican diplo-
mats and bureaucrats. In December 1962 Antonio Carrillo Flores, then Mexican 
ambassador in Washington, D.C., suggested to Sweeney that he consider dis-
playing Gamboa’s Masterworks show, which was still on its European tour at the 
time and had not found a final venue in the United States.4 “Now that the Mona 
Lisa has crossed the Atlantic and there is much talk about the possibility that 
[Michelangelo’s] Pietà, one of the Vatican’s most treasured pieces of sculpture, may 
also come to the National Gallery of Art,” Carrillo wrote to Sweeney, “it would 
seem that there is nothing impossible in the field of international art exchanges.” 
Carrillo described Gamboa’s traveling exhibition as “one of the most far-reaching 
projects ever undertaken in the field of art in this hemisphere.” Despite his enthu-
siasm, Carrillo also warned Sweeney about the considerable logistical and space 
requirements that this show entailed: “I can tell you that the space needed is 3,000 
square meters and that the transportation will be no small problem as there are 549 
boxes with a total volume of 500 cubic meters and weighing about 100 tons.”5

In addition to its huge organizational cost, Gamboa’s show included colonial 
and modern Mexican art as well as pre-Columbian artifacts, and Sweeney was 
specifically interested in having a show devoted exclusively to pre-Columbian art 
from Mexico. By early 1963, Sweeney had turned his attention to Olmec art, a tra-
dition not yet fully understood by specialists and especially appealing to popular 
audiences given its relative novelty, as the success of Gamboa’s Masterworks show 
in various European venues had made obvious by then.6 Sweeney first approached 
officials at the MNA, who at the time were organizing the construction of the 
institution’s new building, in order to request a loan of whatever monumental 
Olmec artifacts were available. Much to his surprise, Sweeney realized that Olmec 
art was not well understood or represented in Mexico City. “Perhaps you are well 
aware,” the director of the archaeology collections at the museum wrote back to 
Sweeney in May 1963, promising the loan of only a few artifacts of small scale, 
“that Olmec items or objects with Olmec influence are extremely scarce and rare 
in our Museum.”7

With the confirmation that Olmec art was not well represented in Mexico 
City’s collections, Sweeney turned his attention to the states of Veracruz and 
Tabasco, the Olmec “heartland,” as defined by Matthew Stirling’s explorations of 
the 1940s and 1950s. “It was clear,” Sweeney wrote in the catalog for his show, 
“that one of the colossal heads such as those shown at the Park Museum of La 
Venta, at the Museum of Villahermosa, or at the Museum of Jalapa, would be a 
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striking exhibit in Houston on the lawn outside Mies van der Rohe’s handsome 
Cullinan Hall.” While Sweeney initially thought of borrowing a head from one 
of those recently built museums in Mexico and eventually borrowed other mono-
liths from them, he was persuaded by Eusebio Dávalos, then director of Mexico’s 
Institute of History and Anthropology (INAH), to attempt the more daring enter-
prise of actually excavating and moving a head from its original discovery site on 
the island of San Lorenzo and taking it to Houston. The head that Dávalos sug-
gested was the last one left beyond the walls of museums in Mexico. “Here was a 
great head,” Sweeney wrote, “a masterwork of early Amerindian art, neglected in 
the jungle nearly two thousand years.” Sweeney then cited Dávalos’s suggestion: 
“Why not bring it out for exhibition in Houston, then return it to Mexico City for 
the National Museum?”8

Strictly speaking, San Lorenzo Monument Two had not been neglected nearly 
as long as Sweeney claimed, for Stirling had documented the head exhaustively 
in one of his expeditions of the mid-1950s.9 Despite this, the “rediscovery” of 
the head by Sweeney’s expedition and its transportation to Houston were well-
documented and bombastic affairs. Sweeney traveled to Mexico with a large team 
from his museum, and with documentary filmmaker Richard de Rochemont, who 
made a film about the expedition.10 The film presented Sweeney’s and Stirling’s 
expeditions as part of the same historical trajectory, citing the museum director’s 
readings of the archaeologist’s reports as his primary motivation for the ambitious 
project, and explicitly positioning Sweeney as a continuator of Stirling’s discover-
ies.11 Photographs commissioned to promote Sweeney’s exhibition also memorial-
ized Stirling’s visit to Houston for the opening of the show in January 1963. One 
photograph, for instance, pictures Stirling, his wife Marion (a key figure in all of 
his expeditions), and Sweeney admiring the monolith at the museum lawn (Figure 
2.3).

Most media attention regarding the Houston exhibition was devoted to the 
exploratory aspects of Sweeney’s venture. For instance, a review published in the 
Christian Science Monitor commented almost exclusively on the impressive size and 
remote location of the head “hunted” for Houston, praising Sweeney’s bravado, 
and only summarily mentioning the rest of his exhibition, which included a large 
number of Olmec artifacts from collections in Veracruz and Mexico City, some 
just as large and heavy as San Lorenzo Monument Two.12 A New York Times review 
of the show neglected to discuss the Houston display altogether, and was much 
keener to inform its readers about the ways in which the aesthetic magnetism of 
San Lorenzo Monument Two had been able to mobilize all kinds of geopolitical 
forces. “The accounts of the head’s location were hazy,” the Times reported, “but 
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Mr. Sweeney, undaunted and armed with letters from President Kennedy and Vice 
President [Lyndon] Johnson, won the support of the Mexican Government and set 
out on a quest for the treasure.”

The Mexican government lent [Sweeney] a helicopter, and flights were made over 
village after village to spot the quarry. Occasionally, Mr. Sweeney landed to ask 
villagers for clues. At last, the huge head was spotted. . . . Miguel Aleman, former 
President of Mexico and now president of the Mexican Tourist Council, organized 
Mexican Navy men into a work crew to hack out miles of jungle to bring out  
the head.13

As the language surrounding Sweeney’s travels indicates, his journey through 
Veracruz had more than a mere geographic dimension. In the catalog for his exhi-

bition and in the film, Sweeney related how his trav-
els to the depths of a primitive terrain and back had 
been full of treacherous moments. These included 
the violent opposition of locals to the removal of the 

Figure 2.3. Marion Stirling, Matthew Stirling, 
and James Johnson Sweeney admire San 
Lorenzo Monument Two, Houston, January 
1963. Archives, Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.
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head, as well as the theft of other Olmec artifacts while the movement of the head 
was organized. Sweeney modeled his narrative explicitly after Stirling’s reports of 
his archaeological discoveries in Veracruz, and presented a mass-media-friendly 
version of these documents. Sweeney’s narrative also contained all the elements 
of a classic tale of civilization encountering barbarism, an exchange out of which 
he emerged not only victorious but also edified, creating a show that not only held 
archaeological and artistic interest but, in his words, would also “foster interna-
tional good will.”14

The diplomatic undertones of Sweeney’s account indicate that here too, as 
with Gamboa’s displays of Olmec heads in state-sponsored cultural exhibitions, 
pre-Columbian artifacts could become unintentional participants of diplomatic 
exchanges. Private communications between Sweeney and various government offi-
cials in the United States and Mexico strongly suggest that this was the case. While 
the rest of artifacts included in The Olmec Tradition were only shown in Houston 
between January and August 1963, the exhibition of San Lorenzo Monument Two 
in front of Cullinan Hall was extended for more than a year on account of its 
popularity. Additionally, construction of the head’s new home, Ramírez Vázquez’s 
MNA, would not be finished until the fall of 1964. Sweeney convinced Eusebio 
Dávalos to extend the loan with the help of Edwin Shook, a U.S. archaeologist 
who was active at the time excavating the Maya site of Tikal, in Guatemala. Asking 
Shook to convince Dávalos to extend the loan on his behalf, Sweeney claimed that 
he should emphasize how, while on view in Houston, the head “could continue 
to do good propaganda work for Mexico anthropologically [and] archaeologically 
from the travel viewpoint, until the new museum in Mexico City is ready to wel-
come and display it.”15 A letter Sweeney sent to MNA director Ignacio Bernal to 
thank him for allowing him to prolong the exhibition of San Lorenzo Monument 
Two after the object had been installed in the new museum is even more telling. 
Sweeney reassured Bernal that, having been seen by hundreds of thousands of vis-
itors, the head had played “a major ambassadorial role” in Houston, and that “the 
story of its voyage from San Lorenzo to Houston focused international attention 
on it as a representative of the great Olmec culture of your nation’s background.”16

Sweeney’s discussion of the movement of the Olmec head as a diplomatic event 
belongs to an early 1960s context of shifting perceptions of the place that cultural 
exchanges should occupy in diplomatic negotiations. In this context, the movement 
and rearrangement of monumental structures and objects took on unprecedented 
importance. As Lucia Allais has shown in her analysis of the UNESCO-funded 
transportation of temples in Egypt after 1960, this event, which comprised the de-
assembly, transportation, and reassembly of a large number of ceremonial struc-
tures across vast stretches of the Nubian Desert by an international network of 
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bureaucrats of culture, exerted impact not only on how monuments were subse-
quently understood on scientific and technical grounds, but also on their perceived 
importance to geopolitical transactions. Sweeney’s voyage to Veracruz deserves 
pride of place among these reconfigurations, especially given that many of the 
high-ranking political figures from the United States who supported Sweeney’s 
venture also backed the Egyptian campaign. The objects that these bureaucrats 
inscribed into the diplomatic realm gradually came to inhabit what Allais terms 
the space of “global” culture, a space whose intellectual and discursive underpin-
nings figures such as Torres Bodet had drawn up earlier in the century, and the 
elusive pursuit of which consumed a great deal of Mexican diplomatic energies 
throughout the “miracle.”17

Sweeney’s dialogue with Mexican cultural officials can also be described as but 
a chapter in a long history of negotiations between Mexican and non-Mexican 
archaeologists and anthropologists, a dialogue that was formative to the institu-
tional grounding of these disciplines in Mexico. Mechthild Rutsch argues that this 
transnational history involved contentious and unstable relationships among pro-
fessionals in these allied fields, and was directly affected by changing political tides 
over time.18 During the Porfiriato, Mexican professionals had understood archaeol-
ogy as one of the primary domains of knowledge through which a national identity 
could be constructed. A “native” tradition of archaeology funded and supported 
by the state could reclaim back for Mexico a disciplinary field long controlled by 
foreigners. As Garrigan demonstrates, this process was intimately related to the 
establishment of Mexico City’s National Museum of Archaeology, History, and 
Ethnography, the direct predecessor to the MNA founded in 1888.19 This under-
standing of anthropology and archaeology as disciplinary practices key to nation-
building efforts also established the basis for the centrality that these practices 
would attain in the postrevolutionary history of Mexico.

In the context of production of the MNA, Sweeney’s paternalist desires vis-à-
vis his Mexican colleagues were also kept much more closely in check than those 
of his predecessors among foreign archaeologists and explorers who had interacted 
with Mexican professionals. Sweeney’s gesture of temporary custodianship of 
San Lorenzo Monument Two preserved some of the ethos of discovery of more 
exploitative precedents, which had led to the actual extraction of archaeological 
materials from Mexico for the permanent collections of museums and private 
collections outside the country, several of them in the United States.20 Sweeney’s 
obvious colonialist desires, by contrast, were largely sublimated within the param-
eters of a staged spectacle whose tangible results were ultimately subordinated to 
the demands of Mexico City’s cultural bureaucrats. In other words, Sweeney was 
interested in playing up the spectacular aspects of the movement of the head, and 
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did not intend to actually obtain long-term possession of the artifact. The cul-
tural capital at stake was different for all the parties involved in the transaction 
on account of their diverse social extractions. The exhibition enhanced Sweeney’s 
prestige as a tastemaker in Houston, while the bureaucratic stock of the Mexican 
cultural officials who facilitated these events rose on account of the Olmec head’s 
transportation and exhibition abroad.21 Speaking a common language of coop-
eration and avowedly sharing the same humanist aims for the display of culture, 
the negotiations orchestrated in relation to the movement of an Olmec monolith 
thus yielded different kinds of returns on each side of the border. While Sweeney 
gained significant fame as a result of his much-publicized recovery and exhibition 
of an Olmec head, succeeding in giving the Houston Museum of Fine Arts the 
kind of national visibility that its patrons very much wished for it to have, Mexican 
bureaucrats used what was once a colonizing force—American anthropology and 
archaeology—to preserve and publicize an archaeological artifact as they trans-
formed it into part of Mexico’s national heritage.

A MOVING STATE
Sweeney’s transportation of the Olmec monolith to Houston and then back 
to Mexico was not the only event of this type that the new MNA project ini-
tiated or facilitated. Indeed, Sweeney’s exhibition lent an international hand to 
the “national” task of gathering numerous other artifacts for the elaborate com-
mission. Between December 1961 and September 1964, as the new museum was 
planned and built, archaeological missions traveled through most of Mexico to 
gather ancient and ethnographic artifacts for the display space in the works. But 
the movement of one particularly large monolith, a monolith that weighed 167 
tons and was originally placed in the rural village of Coatlinchán, east of Mexico 
City, captured most public attention, and mirrored Sweeney’s venture in more 
ways than one.

The monolith in question was believed to have been located in Coatlinchán for 
centuries and, since the nineteenth century, was understood to represent Tlaloc, 
the central Mexican deity associated with rain and fertility. By the early twen-
tieth century, the Tlaloc had become a significant attraction for foreigners who 
visited the Mexican capital, and was featured in tourist guides of the city.22 As with 
the Olmec heads, the movement of this monolith, orchestrated between the fall 
of 1963 and April 1964, necessitated a great deal of logistical and technological 
calculations. Unlike San Lorenzo Monument Two, which was transported by a 
truck from its site in Veracruz to that city’s port, and then by ship to Houston, 
the Coatlinchán monolith required a custom-built trailer made specifically to 
transport it.23 In order to move the Coatlinchán monument, and as in the context 
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of Sweeney’s exhibition, diplomacy played a central role, but the political stakes 
involved in moving the Coatlinchán monolith were arguably higher than those of 
Sweeney’s project, and they mobilized the state in a different way.

Discussed by many figures, perhaps the most telling account of this socially and 
politically charged event was produced by Salvador Novo. Novo was a poet and 
writer of considerable fame in Mexico City since the 1920s and, by the 1960s, he 
held the post of “official chronicler” of the city. Although not always aligned with 
conservative Mexican politics, especially during his early career, like other intel-
lectuals of his generation, his relationship with the state grew increasingly closer as 
his own prestige grew. Through the 1940s and 1950s, Novo had worked as public 
relations official for the secretariat of foreign affairs of Mexico, and held similar 
positions in the ministry of economics and in the secretariat of public education. 
The post of “chronicler” of the Mexican capital he eventually came to occupy 
was no small job indeed, as Novo was assigned this position by President Díaz 
Ordaz in 1965.24 Although written in his characteristically nonchalant tone, Novo’s 
description of the moving of the Coatlinchán monolith included in the MNA’s 
official catalog touches on a number of key details of the event, and deserves to be 
cited at length:

After a year’s preparation, involving hundreds of people, Pedro Ramírez Vázquez 
supervised the transport of the huge statue to the site of the new museum. . . . 
The local inhabitants . . . were determined to keep the statue, since superstition 
held that if Tlaloc were removed, the rains—and thus life itself—would cease. 
During the night, [they] cut the wires and sabotaged the trailer. To avoid further 
resistance, federal forces were called in, delicate negotiations carried on, and 
the age-old struggle between tradition and change was resolved. . . . The people 
of Coatlinchán watched this national treasure leave its centuries old home. In return, 
the village requested of the government a road, a school, a medical center and 
electricity, all of which have since been received. It was night when Tlaloc arrived 
in Mexico City; yet twenty-five thousand people awaited him in the Zócalo. The 
city was prepared as if for a fiesta; lights were on everywhere, traffic was stopped 
and the streets were thronged. Ironically, the arrival of the rain god was greeted by 
the heaviest storm ever recorded for this ordinarily dry season, and there seems to 
have been an abundance of showers ever since.25

Novo renders mythological not only the literal appropriation and transportation 
of the Coatlinchán monolith by the representatives of the state, but also the sym-
bolic appropriation of the monolith’s charismatic aspects by the state apparatus 
via the national museum destined to showcase it (Figure 2.4). Novo tells us that 
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tense negotiations took place between villagers and state officials, yet he ultimately 
subsumes the particulars of the movement of the Tlaloc within an epic narra-
tive that aligns the object’s talismanic dimensions with the equally supernatural 
might of the state forces that transported it. The guarantor of biopolitical order in 
Coatlinchán, the monolith’s life-giving powers are legitimately but only partially 
harnessed by the state that takes possession of it, as the unpredictable downpour 
that greets its arrival to the capital city makes clear. This is nevertheless inevitable, 
as even before leaving Coatlinchán the Tlaloc is already a “national treasure.” Novo 
positions these events within what he describes as the “age-old struggle” between 
traditional and modern societal practices not specific to Mexico, but common to 
the histories of countries in the rest of the “developed” world, and thus frames 
them within the parameters of what Zaid describes as the culture of progress. In 
Novo’s account, the Coatlinchán episode thus appears as a triumph of the state 
and the lettered city that it represents over the rural, 
unruly interior of Mexico’s national territory, an epi-
sode that positions Mexico firmly on a transnational, 

Figure 2.4. Tlaloc Monolith transported to 
Mexico City, April 1964. Caminos de México 
(1964).
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developmentalist path to an increasingly civilized and metropolitan future. At the 
same time, Novo inscribes the conflict within the contours of a “national” narra-
tive of state formation through relatively peaceful intercultural, interracial, and 
class collaboration, a narrative whose resonance the MNA’s architecture and cura-
torial program, as we shall see, only magnified.

Beyond the supernatural tone of Novo’s propagandistic vignette, however, the 
moving of the Tlaloc exemplifies some of the ways in which the single-party state 
managed dissent in more everyday ways. As Novo notes, beyond its obvious talis-
manic implications, the moving of the monolith involved a rather mundane nego-
tiation between state forces and the Coatlinchán locals, an example of “political 
intelligence” applied here to resolve a discrete set of incidents.26 Novo’s account 
underscores how, like the members of Sweeney’s expedition into the Olmec heart-
land, the organizers of the Coatlinchán transportation campaign encountered 
“native” opposition. In that previous instance, however, virtually no concessions 
seem to have been made to the locals for letting the Olmec head go. In the various 
narratives of the event—Rochemont’s film, Sweeney’s writings, or mass-mediated 
accounts—these natives appear as passive subjects of the state forces mobilized to 
“rescue” the head from the oblivion of their primitive existence. In the case of 
the Coatlinchán incident, the forces of the state again triumph over native resis-
tance for the sake of salvaging, displaying, and rendering into a national treasure 
an archaeological artifact, but the exchange is different. The resistance offered by 
the inhabitants of Coatlinchán to state intervention compelled Ramírez Vázquez 
and his associates, who were acting as the state’s spokesmen, to flex their popu-
list muscles in several ways. On the one hand, through these spokesmen, the state 
hegemonically accommodated a set of concrete demands for basic services and edu-
cational facilities, providing the inhabitants of Coatlinchán with a much-needed 
school facility. The state attempted to persuade the Coatlinchán natives about the 
“national” importance of moving the monolith, relying on a clientelist negotiation 
to aid this task when it realized persuasion would not suffice. On the other hand, 
the state also made use of its monopoly of violence, for soldiers were deployed to 
contain unrest while the monument was removed from the village despite oppo-
sition, and to safeguard the monolith while it traveled between Coatlinchán and 
Mexico City. This chain of events, which was orchestrated or even “designed” 
by Ramírez Vázquez, activates the single-party state’s “hard” modality of official 
authority in conjunction with its “soft” hegemonic powers. Sandra Rozental argues 
that for this reason the Coatlinchán episode is emblematic of the more expansive 
panorama of cultural, economic, and racial conflicts that have historically defined 
the Mexican state’s operation during the last century. The division between coun-
tryside and lettered city that the conflict over possession of the Tlaloc represents 
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is also historically grounded in the cultural politics of the Porfiriato, when similar 
spectacular demonstrations of the state’s might, combined with clientelist conces-
sions, often made up for the state’s logistical deficiencies and its precarious cultural 
legitimacy.27

In a strict historical sense, Novo’s description of the Coatlinchán incident as 
a “national” problem was not far off the mark. The geographic expanse of the 
Coatlinchán episode situates it in the contested economic, social, and urban ter-
rain between countryside and city that many national policy discussions, especially 
those mentioned at the outset of this book that debated the relative merits of indus-
trialization, urbanization, or the expansion of agricultural production, focused 
on at the time. In the changing demographic and urban environment of the early 
1960s, Coatlinchán was not merely a peripheral village that provided the capital 
city’s new museum with archaeological jewels. Providing the capital with some of 
its workforce and with arable and industrial terrains to exploit, Coatlinchán was 
also part of the city’s expanding economic and technological geography. This tense 
and still undefined terrain was the site of power plays of different kinds. At stake 
in controlling this terrain and its archaeological wealth was not only the institu-
tional success of the MNA or of Ramírez Vázquez’s direct operation as an agent of 
the state, but the state’s hold over the peripheries of the urban conglomerate that 
physically hosted the majority of its cultural and political apparatus.28

ORIGINS
Several years before the spectacular movement of the Tlaloc, Ramírez Vázquez’s 
museum architecture had produced mythological accounts of the relationship 
between Mexico’s pre-Columbian past, its modern present, and its projected future. 
The first significant museum Ramírez Vázquez designed was the National Gallery 
of History, finished at Chapultepec Park in Mexico City in 1960. That same year 
he became director of a major state-run initiative, the cultural programs housed 
at Chapultepec Park, which eventually became the capital city’s primary cultural 
venue. The redevelopment of the park was one of the most important urban plan-
ning projects of the mid-twentieth-century beautification of the Mexican capital. 
The site held significant historical value. In well-known origin narratives of the 
Aztecs, Chapultepec was the beginning point of the earliest Aztec migration, which 
saw the first Aztecs settle in the site that would become the city of Tenochtitlán. 
As predicted to them upon their departure by Huitzilopochtli, their patron deity, 
the exact foundation of the new city would happen where the migrants saw “an 
eagle land upon a cactus growing in a lake,” the image that centuries later became 
the basis for Mexico’s national coat of arms.29 Commissioned by the Departamento 
del Distrito Federal (DDF), the city’s municipal planning agency headed by regente 
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Uruchurtu, architect Leonides Guadarrama directed Chapultepec Park’s plan-
ning between the late 1950s and early 1960s. Eventually, a refashioned park came 
to include several cultural institutions as well as facilities for leisure, including 
Guadarrama’s Museum of Natural History (1964) and twin museums by Ramírez 
Vázquez, the MNA and the Museum of Modern Art (MAM) (1964).30

In the 1967 edition of his Nueva grandeza mexicana, Novo listed the remade 
Chapultepec as one of the most significant new spaces for leisure and culture 
in the Mexican capital. Novo’s book and the narrative of urban leisure within 
which it inscribes Chapultepec deserve elaboration here. Published in 1946 for 
the first time, Novo’s was a guidebook sponsored by the then highest municipal 
authority of Mexico, the Departamento Central, the predecessor to the DDF. The 
Departamento organized a literary competition that Novo, already established as a 
journalist at the time, won. The book is written from the narrative perspective of a 
visitor from the northern city of Monterrey, to whom the book explains urban life 
in the capital.31 As Carlos Monsiváis has argued, Nueva grandeza mexicana operates 
as a legitimating device for the ideological agenda of the municipal and presiden-
tial circles behind much urban expansion in Mexico City in the 1940s, presenting 
a city defined in reality by ruthless gentrification as well as racial, gender, and class 
divides, as an affable and unthreatening urban environment that offers itself up 
for leisurely consumption. This representation of the capital, Monsiváis claims, 
operates as “an ideological trap that gives an appearance of bonhomie to ferocious 
capitalism.”32

Novo’s Nueva grandeza mexicana was also a reply to Grandeza mexicana, a book 
published by Bernardo de Balbuena in 1604 as an ode to the splendors of colonial 
Mexico City.33 Novo’s choice of this historical source as a model was highly sig-
nificant, as Vivianne Mahieux remarks, because it allowed the chronicler “to situ-
ate himself at the origin of the city’s literary tradition by strategically linking his 
own text back to a foundational description of Mexico City.”34 As Vicente Quirarte 
argues, Novo was not the only writer of his time who attempted to aestheticize 
the urban transformations of mid-twentieth-century Mexico City, providing 
their often-ruthless pace and socially exclusionary logic with a veneer of human-
ist refinement. Novo’s Nueva grandeza mexicana must be seen as part of a cultural 
atmosphere saturated with multiple literary, artistic, and filmic representations of 
the expanding metropolis. Novo harked back to a historical model that narrated a 
past period during which the transformations brought about by the expansion of 
the colonial administration’s economic and political power had brought compara-
ble changes to the capital’s urban form.35

Novo’s Nueva grandeza mexicana has enjoyed a long afterlife, including multi-
ple new editions in the decades since its release. Yet one edition is of particular 
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significance to the cultural climate of the 1960s. 
PEMEX, the Mexican state oil company, commis-
sioned a second edition to commemorate the 7th 
World Petroleum Congress held in the city in April 
1967, and it was distributed to those who attended as a souvenir. As described in 
this new edition, the new Chapultepec was sure to impress these international vis-
itors. “To the west,” Novo told his readers, “[Mexico City] has continued to extend 
its amusements. Chapultepec Park was enlarged by 122 hectares, in which two arti-
ficial lakes, 24 fountains, a de luxe restaurant [were installed], along with .  .  . an 
amusement park with all kinds of mechanical equipment and a huge, tall roller 
coaster, the largest in the world.” The new Chapultepec, Novo claimed, was 
emblematic of Mexico’s enlightened municipal and presidential leadership.36

Ramírez Vázquez and Mijares’s National Gallery of History supplemented this 
panorama of leisure. Originally known as the Gallery of the Mexican People’s 
Struggle for Independence (hereafter the Gallery), the structure was a snail-
shaped museum built at the side of the hill leading up to Chapultepec Castle, once 
the seat of Emperor Maximilian’s residence in Mexico City, and Mexico’s National 
Museum of History starting in 1939, as decreed by Lázaro Cárdenas (Figure 2.5).37 
The new Gallery at Chapultepec was conceived as an introduction to the Museum 
of History located on top of the hill, and contained scale models of heroic episodes 
of Mexico’s transition toward independence from colonial rule, between the late 
eighteenth century and the revolutionary wars of the 1910s.

A monumental door of sculpted bronze graced the entrance to the Gallery. One 
of the clearest successors to his mural for Mexico’s pavilion at Expo ’58, sculptor 

Figure 2.5. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Gallery of the Mexican People’s 
Struggle for Independence, Mexico City, 1960. 
Archivo Ramírez Vázquez (ARV), Mexico City.
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Chávez Morado titled this work Cultural and Racial Components of Modern Mexico. 
He sculpted both the interior and the exterior of the monumental door with 
two sets of large-scale human figures, rendered in profile and depicted moving 
together, as if in procession. Chávez Morado clearly emulated the formal language 
of Maya narrative sculpture, and characterized the moving figures on either side of 
the doorway as “Indian” and “Mexican” racial types. The gate was hence meant to 
embody the fusion of these racial types, constructing a similar mestizaje narrative as 
his world’s fair mural.

Appropriations of pre-Columbian art and architecture reverberated through the 
entire Gallery. On account of both its nickname and its spiraling plan (it became 
popularly known as “El Caracol,” or “The Snail”), the Gallery recalled the famous 
observatory at the late Classic Maya site of Chichén Itzá (900–1500 CE), known by 
the same name. In Aztec culture, snails and conch shells occupy a prominent posi-
tion, as these artifacts have been found in various elite burial contexts. Associated 
with Tlaloc as well as with fertility and the regeneration of life, the spiraling snail 
form is also central to Aztec creation narratives and understandings of cosmic time 
and space.38 The spiral layout of the Gallery also had international echoes in the 
realm of architecture, as it was highly similar to a number of twentieth-century 
museum buildings, most obviously Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guggenheim Museum in 
New York (1949).

The Gallery’s inauguration took place on November 20, 1960, to commemo-
rate the fiftieth anniversary of the starting date of Mexico’s revolutionary wars, as 
well as 150 years of independence from colonial Spanish rule. Ramírez Vázquez 
remarks that the script of the Gallery, written by Torres Bodet, was meant to show 
“in an objective manner the development and formative stages of contemporary 
Mexico: Independence, the [Porfiriato], and the Revolution.”39 Developmentalist 
in structure, Torres Bodet’s understanding of Mexican history as part of this his-
torical trajectory was indebted to the liberal tradition of historiography of the 
Porfiriato, which positioned Mexico along a linear path of economic and political 
progress shared with other nations.40 This vision of historical progression was also 
congruent with the understanding of Mexican art and culture as part of a shared, 
universal heritage inflected with national particularities that Torres Bodet shared 
with several other members of the “miracle’s” intelligentsia. Intended for an audi-
ence of children, the Gallery’s three levels of displays spiraled down to a main 
underground chamber faced with heavy brick on all sides, designed by museógrafo 
Iker Larrauri (Figure 2.6). There the sequence of heroic events seen in numerous 
dioramas culminated with a bombastic rendering of the main outcome, according 
to the official history of Mexico, of the country’s revolutionary wars.
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Inside this chamber, visitors found 
a dramatic confrontation between 
two sets of artifacts, placed at oppo-
site ends of the room. At one end was 
a copy of the 1917 Mexican constitu-
tion. The constitution was attached to 
a Mexican flag and to the sculpture of 
a snake’s head. On the other end was a 
pillar of sculpted marble, shaped like 
an eagle slaying a snake. The cham-
ber was capped by a circular dome 
of translucent fiberglass and was lit 
so dramatically as to take on a reli-
gious aura, rendering visitors silent in 
the presence of all the ingredients of 
the Mexican coat of arms. The tem-
poral inversions at work were meant 
to prove arresting to the audience, 
as Larrauri recalls.41 The Gallery’s 
curatorial narrative moved forward 
in time, from colonial dependence to 
independence, but experientially its 
spatial progression seemed to move 
in a reverse direction. Visitors would 
move from well-lit, glass-encased didactic galleries, 
only to end up in a raw space of basic, primitive 
forms. Ramírez Vázquez has defined this as a ritual 
space, arguing that “[t]he design of the chamber 
seeks to produce a subjective impact similar to that 
produced by altars in a temple.” “In a certain sense,” the architect has claimed, 
“this chamber is an altar” that reinstantiates the Mexica myth of the foundation of 
Tenochtitlán for its modern visitors, presenting the history of Mexico’s political 
modernization not as a linear progression in time but as a cycle of infinite regress 
to a mythological beginning.42

Fully steeped in “Mexican” forms and meanings, Larrauri’s chamber is also 
strongly reminiscent of religious architecture produced outside of Mexico. 
Among spaces that bear a strong resemblance to this chamber is the interior of 
Eero Saarinen’s 1955 nondenominational chapel at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Figure 2.6. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Gallery of the Mexican People’s 
Struggle for Independence, Mexico City, 1960, 
view of interior. Archivo Ramírez Vázquez 
(ARV), Mexico City.
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Technology (Figure 2.7). At Saarinen’s chapel, also 
faced in heavy brick on all sides and with undulat-
ing perimeter walls, the altar, made of marble like 
the objects in Larrauri’s chamber, is placed directly 

underneath a round skylight that casts a numinous light over it. A sculpture of 
small, rectangular pieces of welded iron by Harry Bertoia adds to the effect, ren-
dering the shimmering light into a halo-like presence behind the altar.

Similar international resonances came in handy for Ramírez Vázquez’s ventures 
after Chapultepec. Shortly after the Gallery was finished, his firm developed a set 
of culture museums along the U.S.–Mexican border. The most dramatic one was 
built in Ciudad Juárez in 1963 (Figure 2.8). Circular in plan and with bell-shaped 
concrete walls, the Ciudad Juárez museum’s main building was flanked by a pool 
of still water and by an elongated gallery corridor, both of which echoed its curved 
contours. The building’s peculiar exterior did not go unnoticed. “When these 
buildings were designed,” a report in Construcción Mexicana stated, “the North 
American taste for spectacular advertisements and Mexico’s sculptural sensibilities 
were taken into account at the same time.” Responding to the imagery of the U.S.–
Mexican border, the museum’s formal language also pointed to religious architec-
ture produced farther south of the Rio Grande. The museum’s circulation plan and 
main building, for instance, were very similar to Oscar Niemeyer’s presidential 
chapel at Brasília (1958–60). Accessed by a ramp, Niemeyer’s building had curving 

Figure 2.7. Eero Saarinen, chapel at Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1955. Photograph by the author.
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walls enclosing its entrance and stood as a 
highly sculptural volume against the origi-
nally empty landscape of the new capital city 
(Figure 2.9).

Like the main chamber at the Mexican 
pavilion for the New York World’s Fair 
and the ritual chamber of the Gallery 
at Chapultepec, the central room at the Ciudad Juárez museum was capped by 
a domed fiberglass ceiling (Figure 2.10). Devoted to a didactic explanation of 
Mexican history, this chamber included replicas of the Colossus of Tula shown 

Figure 2.8. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Museo Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, 1963. 
Archivo Ramírez Vázquez (ARV), Mexico City.

Figure 2.9. Oscar Niemeyer, Presidential 
Chapel, Brasília, 1960. Courtesy of Rick 
Ligthelm.



68
Ar

ch
ae

ol
og

ie
s 

 o
f 

Po
w

er

at Expo ’58, as well as copies of Olmec heads and of the famous Aztec Calendar 
Stone, artifacts that were shown in world’s fairs of the 1950s and 1960s, with their 
originals already occupying prominent positions in the collections of permanent 

museums in Mexico. The museum’s engagement with 
international architectural tropes and its dramatic 
presentation of artifacts central to Mexican official 
culture are consistent with its stated mission. Its 

Figure 2.10. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Museo Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, 1963, 
interior. Archivo Ramírez Vázquez (ARV), 
Mexico City.
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purpose was twofold: “on the one hand, to encourage tourism,” and on the other to 
“disseminate essentially Mexican cultural values and assert our nationality.”43 In a 
retrospective account of the museum published in 1995, Ramírez Vázquez explains 
the museum’s mission even more specifically. Its “essential purpose,” he claims, 
“was to dignify the image of [Mexico] for the American tourist.”44

The museum’s centralized, domed display space engaged well-established archi-
tectural tropes but had a distinctively “American” feeling. Perhaps the most famous 
domed museum of the nineteenth century is Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s Altesmu-
seum in Berlin (1830), whose central domed chamber evokes the Roman Pantheon 
to create a powerful environment recaptured in many later buildings, several of 
which can be found in the United States. Indeed, prestigious official buildings 
found in many neoclassical U.S. cities, such as the National Gallery of Art (1937) 
and the Library of Congress (1897) in Washington, D.C., replicated precisely 
this architectural trope during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. 
During the mid-twentieth century, domes were also prominent in major U.S. com-
missions, for instance, at Saarinen’s General Motors Technical Center in Warren, 
Michigan (1948–56). Saarinen included a Styling Dome, a proscenium-like struc-
ture for the display of concept cars, which introduced an unprecedented dimen-
sion of theatricality to corporate design of the period.45 Other museum buildings 
of the time also included domes. For example, Philip Johnson’s museum for the 
Bliss Collection of pre-Columbian art in Washington, D.C. (1959–61), displayed 
ancient art primarily from Mexico in a sequence of domed rooms (Figure 2.11).46

In addition to his pavilion for the New York World’s Fair and his border 
museum, Ramírez Vázquez’s Museum of Modern Art (MAM) afforded a central 
role to the dome. A building of curved contours clad in a continuous spiraling 
curtain wall, the MAM’s lobby and primary hub for circulation is a grand, domed 
space very similar to Schinkel’s neoclassical precedent and its many American iter-
ations (Figure 2.12). The domes in Mexican museums of this era rendered them 
conversant with a Eurocentric narrative that positioned the “classical” world that 
domes evoked since the nineteenth century as the point of origin from which “uni-
versal” culture irradiated toward other parts of the world. These domed museums 
attempted to inscribe scenographies of Mexican cultural specificity within this 
museological space of “universal” culture. The dome provided museums produced 
in Euro-American contexts with spaces of contemplative alterity that had what 
Anthony Vidler describes as “suprahistorical” value. Although rife with historical 
associations in their formal language and curatorial logic, these spaces were also 
meant to transcend the complexities of any one specific cultural history, generating 
numinous, reverent responses from their viewers.47 Given the international legi-
bility of their language and their capacity to endow Mexico’s cultural profile with 
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these universalizing associations, the domed cham-
bers produced in Mexico during the 1960s could be 
as effective for the indoctrination of “national” audi-
ences as they could prove attractive to international 

audiences of visitors to Mexico’s cities.
The Ciudad Juárez museum was originally intended to have two associated 

museums also designed by Ramírez Vázquez in the cities of Matamoros and 
Tijuana, but these projects were never built owing to a lack of federal funding.48 
These border museums were part of a specialized government initiative to enhance 
the infrastructure of the U.S.–Mexican border as they were an integral component 
of President López Mateos’s Programa Nacional Fronterizo (PRONAF). Mario 
Pani headed the Programa’s architectural efforts, using his expertise as a politically 
connected planning and architectural professional to help enhance the look and 
functional aspects of cities along Mexico’s borders, particularly the more conten-
tious northern border. Pani devised new regulatory plans for Tijuana, Matamoros, 
and Ciudad Juárez, projects within which the border cities’ new cultural infra-
structure as well as a number of new hotels and other public spaces for leisure were 
to become inscribed.49 U.S. publications like the New York Times claimed that the 
PRONAF’s objective was to make “a ‘Garden City’ showcase for the cultural and 
commercial assets of modern Mexico” out of each of these previously downtrodden 

Figure 2.11. Philip Johnson, pavilion for Robert 
Woods Bliss Collection of Pre-Columbian Art, 
Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C, 1959–61. 
Photograph by the author.
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urban centers.50 Ramírez Vázquez’s border museums 
were also designed in tandem with more ambitious 
works of infrastructure. For example, in 1960 pres-
idents López Mateos and Eisenhower promoted the construction of the Amistad 
Dam as a collaborative venture between the U.S. and Mexican governments. The 
dam would harness the floodwaters of the Rio Grande, supplementing the Falcon 
Dam, built for the same purpose in 1953. Construction of this major work car-
ried over to the Lyndon Johnson (1963–69) and Díaz Ordaz (1964–70) adminis-
trations, its geopolitical implications only heightened by time. In December 1967, 
for instance, Construcción Mexicana reported on the construction of the dam in an 
issue devoted primarily to Olympic preparations, presenting the work as “an exam-
ple of how two neighboring countries can solve the common problems that affect 
them” and as “the result of the understanding and cordial spirit of international 
collaboration that happily exists between Mexico and the United States.”51

Other border infrastructure works of the period aimed to express the notion 
of border and international cooperation in even more direct fashion. In 1965, for 
instance, the Mexican state built a monumental entry gate into Mexico in Tijuana. 
This was one of several structures designed by the office of Mario Pani in col-
laboration with Félix Candela. Made up of four projecting hyperbolic paraboloid 
shells of reinforced concrete, the gate was a clear response to Saarinen’s 1962 Trans 

Figure 2.12. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Museum of Modern Art, Mexico City, 
1964. Photograph by the author.
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World Airlines Terminal at Idlewild (later JFK) Airport, a collection of concrete 
shells strongly suggestive of the dynamic shapes of an airplane in flight (Figure 
2.13). Positioned over a highway underpass, the Mexican structure evoked the 

imagery of movement, flight, and transit in ways no 
less poetic than its U.S. counterpart.52 Given the high 
visibility of Candela’s shells in the U.S. press, the gate 

Figure 2.13. Cover of Construcción Mexicana 
(March 1964), showing Mario Pani’s Puerta de 
México in Tijuana.
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provided a dramatic image of the kinds of architectural forms associated with the 
architect’s simultaneously modern and “folkloric” Mexican persona. This juxtapo-
sition was not unlike the one that would be constructed at a metaphorical “entry-
way” to Mexico only a couple of years later: the Mexican pavilion presented at 
Expo ’67 in Montreal.

CURATING THE NATION
Sponsored by CAPFCE, the federally funded committee for school construction 
with which Ramírez Vázquez had been involved since 1958, the MNA was the sin-
gle most important venture of public education of the 1960s and remains the most 
significant museum ever built in Mexico. In its final incarnation, the museum, 
which had Ramírez Vázquez, Rafael Mijares, and Jorge Campuzano as its head archi-
tects, included many artifacts newly gathered, excavated, or discovered, such as San 
Lorenzo Monument Two and the Coatlinchán monument. Like its predecessors 
and successors among Mexican traveling art shows and world’s fair pavilions, the 
museum also included full-scale replicas of distant monuments. These included 
copies of the main temples at Hochob and Bonampak, Maya sites of significance 
in Chiapas, as well as of the famous tomb of king Pak’al, only discovered in 1952 
at the Maya site of Palenque, also in Chiapas. Nowhere better than at this museum 
was a case made about Mexico’s simultaneous “youth” and “deep roots,” given the 
simultaneous novelty and antiquity of many of these artifacts, which were pre-
sented in tandem with ethnographic materials from the living indigenous cultures 
of Mexico. And as with the rest of exhibition designs of its era, tourism was also 
one of the main concerns throughout the museum’s design process. A central plan-
ning committee headed by anthropologists Ignacio Marquina and Luis Aveleyra de 
Anda, starting in December 1961, supervised this process. “A high percentage of 
tourism into our country is fueled by our world-renowned archaeological riches, 
monuments, and museums,” the committee’s first report stated. “This represents a 
source of incalculable income, which can increase greatly [with] a new Museum.”53 
Aveleyra was clear about the MNA’s disciplinary objectives and sources of inspi-
ration from the very beginning, claiming that it was to follow the lead of Ramírez 
Vázquez’s previous museums, including those designed and built for border cities, 
but most directly after the precedent of his Chapultepec Gallery. Aveleyra and his 
fellow members of the planning committee wanted the new museum to become 
as much of an “instrument of social and educational action” as the Gallery, which 
they considered “the most advanced exhibition of its kind ever done in Mexico.”54

Early on in the design process, there were strong formal affinities between these 
two museums. A flow diagram of the MNA, presumably produced between 1961 
and 1962, envisions it as a sequence of spiral-shaped galleries that conceptually 
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resembles the main space of its Chapultepec pre-
decessor (Figure 2.14).55 In this early version of the 
project, the MNA consisted of clearly separated 
ethnological and archaeological display rooms for 
Mexican materials, and featured an additional space 
for “foreign” collections of archaeological and ethno-

graphic artifacts, all in one single floor. A total of nine rooms for archaeological 
materials were included in this version of the project, with an equal number of 
rooms devoted to ethnological collections. In addition to these rooms, the proj-
ect included two more display spaces, one of them a room that would introduce 
visitors to the discipline of anthropology, the other devoted to the ancient prehis-
tory of Mexico’s pre-Columbian cultures. The diagram described this first room 
as a “Distribution Hall” or “Hall of Honor” for the museum, which could include 
“only one archaeological object—a symbol, in a certain sense, of our nationality 
and ancient culture—the Aztec Calendar Stone, on permanent display.” In addi-
tion, this room could include “mirrors of water and interior gardens,” and its 
“walls could be decorated eventually with mural paintings.”56 In this version of 
the project, the MNA’s circulation program consisted of a continuous passageway 
that would snake around the exhibition halls. These halls were understood as open 

Figure 2.14. Flow diagram for the National 
Museum of Anthropology, Mexico City, 
c. 1961–62. Archivo Histórico Institucional, 
Museo Nacional de Antropología, Instituto 
Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico 
City.
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spaces that would allow visitors, who were invited to constantly move in and out of 
the museum buildings, to explore the natural surroundings of Chapultepec Park as 
part of their visit.57

Aveleyra was forceful in his response to this initial proposition, arguing that 
at least twenty-two rooms were needed to cover the “basic concepts” of “national 
archaeology, ethnography, and physical anthropology.” In addition to these rooms 
for its permanent collection, he claimed that the museum needed rooms for tem-
porary exhibitions. “If the desire is that this museum become an institution of 
great social usefulness,” he argued, “it is indispensable that its exhibition design 
be that of a true science museum accessible to an audience of low and medium edu-
cational level, and not that of a simple museum of indigenous art directed to a learned 
and contemplative minority that appreciates art for art’s sake.” Tellingly, he also 
argued that it was imperative for the museum to be inaugurated “before the cur-
rent presidential term of . . . López Mateos comes to an end,” because the president 
“wished to offer this work to Mexico as the culmination of the significant cultural 
work that this regime has undertaken.”58

The concept for the MNA that the flow diagram brings forth presented sev-
eral key shortcomings. Most significantly, it did not construct a forceful enough 
narrative of national culture, because it gave equal footing to each of Mexico’s 
archaeological and ethnographic traditions without establishing a clear hierarchy 
within them, as the MNA’s final curatorial project would. It also lacked a display 
space where Mexican archaeology and anthropology could be presented in a com-
parative framework in relation to disciplinary traditions from other parts of the 
world. Establishing a comparative framework of this kind would help aggrandize 
the work of Mexican archaeological and ethnographic professionals by showcasing 
their accomplishments directly alongside those of their international counterparts, 
in addition to attracting more international visitors to Mexico. The possibility of 
exchanging collections of Egyptian, Sumerian, and Paleolithic art with other world 
museums was discussed as an alternative to make up for the lack of a collection 
of international artifacts anywhere in Mexico. Plans for a “Museum of Universal 
Culture” in downtown Mexico City, where Mexican art would be contextualized 
in relation to world artistic traditions, were also discussed. As expressed in the 
private communications between some of the new MNA’s designers, the need to 
compare Mexican traditions to international ones in a museum built in Mexico 
was seen as a direct result of the favorable responses that Gamboa’s traveling exhi-
bitions of Mexican art had generated among European audiences.59 Exhibitions 
at world’s fairs and other international venues had temporarily situated Mexican 
artifacts in spaces of “universal” culture, and this project could create a permanent 
space of this kind inside Mexico’s national boundaries.
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As inaugurated in September 1964, the final version of the National Museum 
of Anthropology did not include a significant collection of international art, and 
was comprised of twenty-six rooms devoted to displays of Mexico’s pre-Hispanic 
history as well as to contemporary ethnography, spread over two floors. Architects 
Ricardo de Robina and Marquina served as head designers of the general exhibi-
tion layout for the museum.60 Anthropologists who specialized in each of the sub-
ject areas that were covered, which included every major known archaeological and 
ethnographic tradition in Mexico, wrote the scripts for the didactic rooms. Iker 
Larrauri served as the primary designer of these rooms.

Dioramas and other miniature displays were widely used at the MNA, a practice 
that harked back to the precedent of the Chapultepec Gallery. These miniatures 
proved particularly impressive at the larger museum owing to the contrast estab-
lished throughout the building between them and the monumental scale of many 
of the artifacts on display, as well as the building’s own large proportions.61 An 
army of model makers made these dioramas on the basis of a wide range of histor-
ical and literary sources. For instance, Carlos Martínez Marín created the models 
for the Market at Tlatelolco diorama in one of the ethnographic rooms. He based 
them on Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s Historia verdadera de la conquista de Nueva España 
(1632), one of the primary chronicles of the Mexican Conquest. In order to obtain 
more accurate images of Aztec costumes, he also relied, as advised by Marquina, on 
the illustrated Códex Mendoza (c. 1541), a colonial book that details the history of 
Aztec rulers as well as aspects of Aztec ritual and secular life.62 As Novo narrated 
in the museum’s guide, Martínez Marín’s final diorama, which measured thirty 
by twelve feet, was the result of “constant control” on the part of “Directors” and 
“Scientific Advisers,” who strove to “ensure utmost accuracy.”63

The MNA’s ethnology rooms were classified according to the region from 
which they presented artifacts, and they were placed on the second floor, directly 
on top of the rooms devoted to Mexico’s pre-Columbian cultures. The regions out 
of which the ancient artifacts on the first floor originated matched the regions of 
origin of the ethnographic materials directly above them. This architectural setup 
emphasized the presumed continuity between the ancient and present-day cultures 
of these various regions, and presented the entire museum building as a site where 
these cultures, past and present, coexisted in harmony. The ethnographic dioramas 
and full-scale models, some of which included tableaux vivants of typical daily life 
activities of indigenous peoples, featured regionally specific clothing and artifacts 
made by inhabitants of these regions, who were commissioned to produce them by 
the designers of the museum. The racial “types” exhibited in Mexico’s world’s fairs 
pavilions were thus given even more vivid presence at the museum than in any 
previous exhibition. To render them as tangible and experientially impressive as 
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possible, many of these displays were not covered by protective glass. A prominent 
visitor to the museum’s ethnographic rooms, University of California, Berkeley 
anthropologist George Foster, claimed that the rather voyeuristic setup was “most 
satisfying.” “At times,” he wrote, “one almost forgets he is in a museum, and imag-
ines he is walking through Indian villages, invisible, peering into the daily lives of 
people unaware of passersby.”64

According to the museum’s official guide, creating this voyeuristic experience 
was “the essential and comprehensive” function of the institution. The museum 
intended to offer “the visitor of whatever cultural origin or affiliation a visual 
understanding of what Indian Mexico is like,” but it also attempted to give “the 
native Indian himself the means by which to see himself in relation to his own 
ancestors.”65 The authoritarian narrative logic of the museum thus attempted to 
fulfill two complementary roles. On the one hand, its system of communication 
was meant to be so intercultural as to prove “universal” in its legibility, conveying 
Mexico’s national narrative to imaginary cosmopolitan viewers for whom this nar-
rative would appear transparent enough to be seemingly unmediated by any kind 
of curatorial paradigm. On the other hand, it was intended to perform a highly spe-
cific normative function, forcibly assigning an abstract “Indian” visitor a place in 
the virtual geography of the Mexican nation that the museum’s space constructed. 
As pointed out earlier, the Coatlinchán episode had brought to light the violent 
means through which part of the museum’s actual collection was assembled, but in 
envisioning the MNA’s curatorial rationale along these lines, the MNA’s designers 
expressed other dimensions of the violence of the state, ingraining its authoritarian 
logic in the museum’s didactic program.

Although some of these didactic techniques had been perfected in the muse-
ums and pavilions that anteceded the MNA, at this commission they were more 
forcefully implemented than ever before, not least because of the international 
voracity of the museógrafos involved, who actively sought out new museum technol-
ogies from their international colleagues, and were sent to various world museums 
on exploratory missions. In February 1961, for instance, Aveleyra wrote to sound 
engineer Eugene Miller to inquire about an innovative audio guide system recently 
implemented at the American Museum of Natural History in New York.66 In an 
interview shortly before his death, Alfonso Soto Soria recalled that the National 
Museum of Natural History in Washington, D.C., provided him and his team of 
designers with innovative examples of nonreflective glass casing and lighting.67 
These teams also derived significant inspiration from Parisian museums like the 
Louvre and the Musée de l’Homme.68

Iker Larrauri was aware of the importance of technology in contemporary 
museum design as well, as evidenced in a text written in March 1961. Larrauri 
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described the museum designer as “the middleman between the research scien-
tist and the public.” To communicate specialized content to a broad audience, he 
claimed, the museum designer “can count on a series of adequate techniques: tech-
niques of communication, especially audiovisual ones.”69 Larrauri made particu-
larly interesting use of these techniques in the introductory room he designed at 
the MNA, a room no longer in use today. Placed in an underground level directly 
below the museum lobby, in this room visitors would be greeted by a dramatic 
show inspired by the precedent of Ramírez Vázquez’s Chapultepec Gallery. The 
show consisted of a number of dioramas narrating a history of humankind, span-
ning from the early prehistoric migrations of the Americas to the early cultures 
of Mexico. Placed on a theater stage, dioramas representing each of these episodes 
would fall under dramatic lighting in sequence while a narrator’s voice flooded the 
room, telling the story of each.70 Here, the general contours of Mexico’s “national” 
narrative were inscribed within a universal narrative of civilization, while the finer 
points of the story were left for the rest of the museum to explain.

INFINITE REGRESS
All the display rooms at the MNA, envisioned as independent exhibition pavilions, 
surrounded an open courtyard, the centerpiece of which was a reinforced-concrete 
umbrella clad in aluminum, supported by a single column and facing a pond 
(Figure 2.15). The column sported sculpted reliefs in bronze by Chávez Morado, 
which emulated a medley of Mesoamerican sculptural traditions, and was envel-
oped by permanent streams of water that ran down its sides. The symbolic focus of 
the complex, the courtyard was designed in acute awareness of international prec-
edents. Larrauri recalls that one of the museums he and his colleagues looked at 
closely as a model was John Russell Pope’s National Gallery of Art in Washington, 
D.C. Larrauri claims that the central courtyard that distributes circulation into the 
various galleries of the MNA was inspired by the neoclassical rotunda circulation 
system of Pope’s 1937 design. This presumed source aligns the MNA with the rest 
of domed Mexican museums seen in earlier sections, which looked toward neo-
classical buildings for inspiration.71 The link between these repositories of “uni-
versal” culture and Mexico’s most significant museum was thus monumentalized 
in its space of highest visitor circulation.

While clearly defined by cosmopolitan ambitions, the architecture of the MNA 
was also intended to give its visitors a sense of Mexican cultural specificity. The 
project brief called for an “architectural expression that synthesized the dignity of 
pre-Hispanic art, landscape, and the interpretive sense of the mission to which the 
museum is devoted, with the purpose of having Mexico’s presence felt in the build-
ing.”72 In ways reminiscent of the play of “local” and “universal,” “old” and “new” 
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surfaces and materials at Mexico’s pavilion for Expo 
’58, the museum’s surfaces combined the roughness 
of brick and stone with the slickness of steel. The use 
of marble in tandem with tezontle also defined many 
of the museum’s surfaces, including its walls and patio floor. Ramírez Vázquez, 
who was keen to discuss the museum’s architecture in terms of its relationship to 
pre-Columbian traditions, described its central patio as “a quadrangle layout,” a 
solution “borrowed from classical Maya architecture.” “It consist[ed],” he said, “of 
a kind of patio bounded by enclosed buildings that communicate with the outside 
by means of clear spans of their corners and through doorways, arranged in reg-
ister between galleries, thus maintaining a sense of the exterior merging with the 
interior.”73

Although the access between interior and exterior was not quite as fluid in 
the final museum’s form as in the first spiral diagram for the MNA, this feature 
was nevertheless preserved to a considerable extent. In each of the exterior spaces 
accessible from the patio and the display rooms at the museum, visitors could find 
a monumental artifact or a replica. For example, the replica of the Hochob temple 
was placed outside the room devoted to Maya archaeology, while the space out-
side the Olmec archaeology room exhibited San Lorenzo Monument Two over a 
mound of rammed earth, just as it had been installed in front of Cullinan Hall in 
Houston. This display in turn replicated how other large Olmec monoliths were 

Figure 2.15. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez, Jorge 
Campuzano, and Rafael Mijares, National 
Museum of Anthropology, Mexico City, 1964, 
view of courtyard. Photograph by the author.
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exhibited in the museums in Veracruz, where Sweeney had looked for inspiration 
for his exhibition, especially those in the Museum of Anthropology in Xalapa and 
at the University Museum in Veracruz.

References to Maya artistic traditions were present in the museum patio as well. 
The steel tracery in the courtyard’s walls, designed by Manuel Felguérez and archi-
tect Javier Toussaint, recalled sculptural facades in Maya buildings in the Yucatán 
Peninsula, specifically the Nunnery Quadrangle at the site of Uxmal (825–1100), 
the structure that would be replicated at Mexico’s Expo ’67 pavilion in Montreal 
(Figure 2.16). Felguérez was only one of twenty-three living artists summoned to 
work at the MNA. Mathias Goeritz was also involved in the museum commis-
sion. Goeritz, who designed woven murals for the ethnographic room devoted 
to Mexico’s Huichol peoples, had long championed abstract art as a response to 
what he described as an overly politicized tradition of official figurative art in 
Mexico, especially that of mural painting in its manifold incarnations. At the 
MNA Goeritz’s contribution was nevertheless integrated seamlessly to the general 
ethos of the display, and precisely through a mural that merged abstraction with 
the glorification of Mexico’s folk arts (Figure 2.17). Novo’s museum guide made 
this clear enough, claiming that Goeritz’s works “display[ed] the manual skill of 
the Indians and its transformation in terms of contemporary artistic language.”74 
Goeritz’s marriage of abstraction and Huichol weaving patterns also prefigured the 
operations at work in Wyman’s Olympic logo.

Many other murals were included at the MNA. One of the museum’s intro-
ductory rooms included a mural by Jorge González Camarena that, the museum’s 
guide claimed, “shows the gradual fusion of all peoples toward a single univer-
sal race, or mestizaje.”75 Also included at the museum was Rufino Tamayo’s monu-
mental mural Duality, painted for a chamber next to the museum lobby. By 1964, 
Tamayo had already been the star of Gamboa’s international exhibitions as well as a 
fixture of Mexico’s world’s fairs pavilions for a few years, and his mural focused on 
mestizaje as well. Duality featured the epic battle between deities Quetzalcoatl and 
Tezcatlipoca, central characters in Aztec creation myths. Suspended in tension, the 
image of the confrontation of these deities repurposed the myth and rendered it 
part of a national narrative, presenting it as emblematic of the birth of modern 
Mexican identity.76

While murals were central to the propaganda aims of many of the museum’s 
spaces, the space of highest symbolic impact at the museum was the one where, 
although present, murals were not the most prominent feature. In addition to his 
introductory room discussed earlier, Larrauri also designed the interior layout of 
the room devoted to Mexico’s Aztec past, the main chamber of the entire museum 
(Figure 2.1). Located at the easternmost section of the museum’s floor plan, it was 



Figure 2.16. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez, Jorge 
Campuzano, and Rafael Mijares, National 
Museum of Anthropology, Mexico City, 1964, 
view of courtyard tracery by Manuel Felguérez 
(designer) and Javier Toussaint (architect). 
Photograph by the author.

Figure 2.17. Mathias Goeritz, textile mural for 
the Huichol Room, Ethnography Galleries, 
National Museum of Anthropology, Mexico 
City, 1964. Photograph by the author.
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in this chamber that visitors traversing the sequence of other rooms devoted to 
the rest of cultures of Mexico converged from every direction. “Fundamentally,” 
Ramírez Vázquez has claimed, revealing the primacy of this chamber to the entire 
plan of the museum, “the layout of the museum can be reduced to a single rect-
angle running from the outer courtyard to the Mexica room.”77 Although the cen-
trality of the Aztec chamber was not included in the earliest spiraling diagram 
for the MNA, seen earlier, it eventually became its defining feature. The prom-
inence of the Aztec chamber was also the new museum’s clearest carryover from 
the Porfirian National Museum of Archaeology, History, and Ethnography. Since 
its foundation in 1888, this predecessor to the MNA had included a Gallery of 
Monoliths, a room that featured the Aztec Calendar Stone as its centerpiece. In 
the finalized MNA project, the idea was to have the museum’s many rooms cul-
minate in the Aztec room, with the same artifact “in the place of honor” at the 
new museum, just as it was in its preceding institution.78 According to Larrauri, 
the architects’ plan was to install the Tlaloc monolith at the entrance to the Aztec 
room. Larrauri also argues that, because the Tlaloc did not make it in time to the 
museum before its perimeter walls were built, in April 1964, his own sculpture of 
a snail, which now graces the entrance to the Aztec room, replaced it. The mono-
lith had to be placed instead outside the MNA, at the Paseo de la Reforma, as 
a sort of billboard advertising the museum’s presence to those traveling through 
the avenue.79 If this was indeed the case, the Coatlinchán events were not merely 
a prelude to the triumphant production of the museum’s political space. Instead, 
this set of tense negotiations between the state and its governed subjects may have 
actually altered the MNA’s “final” architectural form in ways that its patrons and 
designers could not have foreseen.

Aside from the Tlaloc, the Aztec room contained the greatest number of 
important artworks at the museum, such as the famous Coatlicue sculpture, a 
replica of which was shown at the New York World’s Fair of 1965 and at other 
international expositions. The stone of Tizoc, another renowned Aztec artifact, 
was also included in the room. With no columns, the Aztec room was, like no other 
exhibition room in the museum, two stories high with only two partition walls 
at each side. The short walls were only partially load-bearing and spanned only 
part of the room’s depth, giving the impression that the room’s tall ceiling hovered 
over them. A modernization and expansion of the numinous space of the Porfirian 
Gallery of Monoliths, the room’s general feeling was also strongly reminiscent of 
such imagined modernist exhibition spaces as Mies Van der Rohe’s Project for a 
Museum for a Small City (1942) and, even more clearly, of the projecting wall and 
ceiling planes inside Mies’s paradigmatic Weimar Germany Pavilion, designed for 
the 1929 International Exposition held in Barcelona (Figure 2.18).
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As Larrauri recalls today, at the Aztec room, as throughout the MNA, there was 
an attempt to “Mexicanize” these modernist sources in order to set them in tune 
with the contents of the room. Faced in stone, the otherwise lightweight interior 
of the Aztec chamber was made to seem heavier and more cave-like, if no less 
dynamic, than its precedents. The most important work on display in the room 
was the Aztec Calendar Stone. Featured prominently at the center of the room, 
framed by the room’s two walls and preceded by a number of its fellow mono-
liths on pedestals, the object was raised a few steps higher than all other artifacts 
and was lit dramatically in front of a wall of marble. The Stone’s impressive scale 
was clear enough when approaching it from the room’s front entrance, but it was 
no less striking when visitors walked around it. Behind the Stone, a miniature 
model of an Aztec market was installed, with the size of this display further mag-
nifying the Stone’s large scale. A poignant contrast between heavy and transient, 
textured and streamlined, miniature and monumental, the Aztec room as a whole 
embodied many of the gestures that defined the MNA in a broader sense. As at the 
Chapultepec Gallery, here a dramatic room where stone objects were presented in 
a deeply theatrical environment brought the muse-
um’s narrative full circle.80

Novo’s writings in the MNA’s guidebook were 
only part of his participation in the museum’s 

Figure 2.18. Mies van der Rohe, Germany 
Pavilion, 1929 International Exposition, 
Barcelona, Spain (rebuilt 1986). Photograph by 
the author.
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didactic apparatus. He produced an audio narrative for the museum’s most sig-
nificant rooms. His audio narrative for the Aztec chamber encouraged visitors to 
take in the full extent of its spectacular details, beginning with the inscription 
in its entrance, which read “CEM-Anáhuac-Tenochca-Tlalpan,” Nahuatl for “the 
world is land of the Mexicans.” The statement extolled the presumed centrality of 
Aztec culture to the culturally specific makeup of modern Mexico, but simulta-
neously embedded this national praise within an internationalist, universalizing 
formulation, a certain idea of “the world” at large. Upon the visitor’s entrance into 
the room, Novo claimed, the Calendar Stone, “in which is embedded the astro-
nomical and chronological wisdom” of the Aztecs, would preside over a set of 
mural-sized maps that narrated the migration of the Mexicas to the eventual site 
of Tenochtitlán, the foundation of Mexico City, and the expansion of the Aztec 
empire to include territories in the modern-day periphery of Mexico City in the 
valleys of Mexico, Toluca, Morelos, and Puebla, the general region from which, 
among other artifacts, the Coatlinchán monolith had been drawn. The immediate 
predecessor for this display was Larrauri’s juxtaposition of a map of Tenochtitlán 
with images of modern Mexican cities shown at the Seattle pavilion. Perhaps 
the implication of the juxtaposition concocted for the MNA’s Aztec room was 
that, like the industrializing and urbanizing capital city of 1960s Mexico, which 
expanded to colonize its neighboring regions, the Aztec predecessor to this capital 
had also amplified its urban influence through military exploits, the expansion of 
its state apparatus, and economic dominance.

Emphasizing the centrality of lakes to the urban and economic development of 
Aztec culture, the map of the Aztec’s migration routes in the Aztec chamber high-
lighted the presence of bodies of water toward which these peoples had gravitated 
over time.81 The understanding of the Aztecs as a lake culture resonated architec-
turally beyond the boundaries of the all-important Aztec room, reverberating on 
two different scales and in ways that expanded the play between miniature and 
monumental dimensions throughout the MNA beyond the physical confines of 
the building. The pond in the museum’s courtyard was intended to provide a dra-
matic entry point to the Aztec room, and precisely to recall “the lake origins of 
[Aztec] culture,” operating in tandem with the narrative in the chamber’s inte-
rior.82 In addition, the Tlaloc, which MNA planners likely meant to place outside 
the Aztec room, would operate in conjunction with this pool of water and with the 
permanent streams of water running down Chávez Morado’s monumental column 
and umbrella in the patio, as if overseeing the permanent flow of this artificial 
rainfall and the motion of water inside the courtyard. Positioned this way, the tal-
ismanic Tlaloc, the column, and the pond in the patio together assembled a con-
tained representation of the Aztec cosmic order. On a much larger scale, however, 
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the entirety of Chapultepec Park, which was redesigned in relation to the manage-
ment of the waterway system of the Lerma River and included two artificial lakes, 
expanded the resonance of this architectural tableau. For the site of the Lerma 
waterworks, in 1951 Diego Rivera produced a sculptural and architectural inter-
vention that simultaneously honored Tlaloc’s relationship to fertility and rain and 
commemorated the deaths of laborers who built the waterway system, which at 
the time was the primary provider of water for the capital city. Rivera’s monu-
ment thus honored the modern state’s all-powerful control of the capital’s natural 
resources, and paid populist homage to the laborers that sustained its operation.83

As we have seen, forcefully taking possession of the Tlaloc sculpture from 
Coatlinchán, which the village’s inhabitants believed to have strong associations to 
the management of rain, water, and fertility, was also central to the production of 
the MNA, and had mobilized the state in dramatic fashion. Supplementing these 
interventions, the aquatic scenography of the Aztec chamber at the MNA posi-
tioned this central room at the center of an act of resignification that bestowed 
upon the cultural leadership of the López Mateos regime at the presidential level, 
of regente Uruchurtu’s circle at the municipal one, and of Ramírez Vázquez’s 
design team the kind of arresting leadership qualities attributed to the glorified 
Aztecs. Having operated as a central claim to the authority of Aztec leaders in this 
romanticized past, the talismanic and biopolitical powers associated with the man-
agement of water were bombastically represented in this network of carefully cho-
reographed design interventions.84

DIDACTIC POLITICS
At no point was the MNA’s propaganda function hidden by its makers, yet few 
commentators mentioned it in the years immediately following its inauguration. 
In October 1964, Fortune magazine discussed the museum as one of the most deci-
sive architectural statements of the decade, alongside such renowned modernist 
structures as Eero Saarinen’s CBS headquarters building in New York (1960–65) 
and Louis Kahn’s Salk Institute (1959–66), making no mention of the museum’s 
political functions.85 The February 1967 issue of Progressive Architecture culled 
together testimonies from prominent archaeologists, anthropologists, architects, 
and designers, headed by Philip Johnson, who triumphantly declared the museum 
to be the best of its kind in the entire world, with no regard to the obvious pro-
paganda functions of the building.86 Especially in the United States, the theatri-
cal, crowd-pleasing character of the museum was widely noticed. For example, a 
Time Life book about pre-Columbian art of mass distribution published in the 
United States in 1967 described the MNA as “less a museum than a stage setting 
for a pageant of stone sculpture arranged to dramatize the whole legacy of native 
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Mexican culture.”87 Popular British travel writer Irene Nicholson agreed with such 
an assessment, and was sympathetic to the museum’s ambitions. “Critics say that 
this is an architect’s rather than a museographer’s building,” she claimed in The X 
in Mexico, “and it certainly has not catered to the persnickety scholar who wants to 
make ancient history a toil among potsherds and bones.”88

Awash in a torrent of positive reviews were critiques in Mexico that alluded 
to the tension between the museum’s stated aim of public education and its obvi-
ous political agenda. Writing in Calli a few months after the museum opened, 
for instance, architect and anthropologist Miguel Messmacher was one of few 
Mexican commentators to critique the new museum’s spaces. Placing murals so 
prominently in the museum’s various rooms, he argued, caused them to compete 
with the “archaeological materials, which, badly illuminated and clumsily placed, 
suffer the pressure of many square feet of Carrara marble and of many other square 
meters of precious woods.”89

Doubtless the most influential contemporary critique of the MNA came from 
Octavio Paz, who held the post of ambassador to India when it opened and was one 
of the most internationally renowned of Mexico’s official intellectuals. In Posdata 
(1969) (translated as the The Other Mexico [1972]), his meditations on the politi-
cal and cultural impact of the Tlatelolco massacre of 1968, Paz was the first major 
insider to the Mexican cultural apparatus to discuss the museum as the most signif-
icant work of political propaganda built during the “miracle.” At the museum, he 
argued, “anthropology and history have been made to serve an idea about Mexico’s 
history, and that idea is the foundation, the buried and immovable base, that sus-
tains our conceptions of the state, of political power, and of social order.” Because 
the sequence of rooms devoted to various periods of Mexico’s pre-Hispanic history 
at the museum culminated in the Aztec one, “the diversity and complexity of two 
thousand years of Mesoamerican history [were] presented as a prologue to the last 
act, the apotheosis-apocalypse of México-Tenochtitlán.” Through this operation, 
the regime saw itself “transfigured in the world of the Aztecs.” Paz argued that this 
association was problematic for a number of reasons. The narrow glorification of 
this aspect of the country’s pre-Hispanic history shut Mexico’s cultural diversity, 
ancient as well as modern, out of the state-sponsored image of national identity. 
Geographically, the celebration of central Mexico’s ancient cultures as the core 
of national identity mirrored the extreme centralization of power and wealth in 
Mexico City to the detriment of the rest of Mexico, glorifying the often violent 
expansion of the capital city’s geographic, economic, and political boundaries. 
Additionally, the single-party state took as its model Aztec forms of rulership. Not 
based on democratic principles, these were instead sustained by the personal cha-
risma of absolute—and ruthless—rulers.90
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More recent writings point out the museum’s fundamental role in the propa-
ganda apparatus of Mexico’s single-party state. Anthropologist Claudio Lomnitz 
argues that by the 1960s “Mexican anthropology had provided Mexico with the 
theoretical and empirical materials that were used to shape a modernist aes-
thetics, embodied in the design of buildings such as the National Museum of 
Anthropology.”91 Shelly Errington remarks that the MNA’s narrative renders 
a wide variety of ethnicities and peoples as “‘indios,’ ‘ethnics,’ or ‘the other,’ the 
objects of ethnography and the objects rather than the creators of government 
policies towards the indios.”92 Enrique Florescano observes that “the atavism of 
the Aztec monuments in the Hall of Monoliths during the Porfirian period  .  .  . 
emerged with greater force in the new Museum.” He argues that the dramatic dis-
plays of the museum came to fulfill the disciplinary goals of the “Mexican School” 
of anthropology, headed by Manuel Gamio—a student of Franz Boas—who found 
favor among various Mexican administrations in advocating a politically engaged 
practice that could enlighten and entertain the masses.93 Finally, García Canclini 
has argued that the MNA fuses “two readings of [Mexico]: that of science and that 
of political nationalism.” The culmination of the museum in the Mexica hall is 
to be understood as the monumentalization of the state’s project in the most lit-
eral terms, on account of its culling together of a number of different archaeolog-
ical and ethnographic artifacts, to attest to “the triumph of the centralist project, 
announcing that there the intercultural synthesis is produced.”94

Although García Canclini acknowledged that this reductive view of Mexican 
culture was deployed through complex scenographic methods, his own and most 
other analyses of the MNA pay very little attention to its lineage among the works 
of exhibition architecture that had crafted and perfected these techniques in the 
years prior to its design. All of these critics have also discussed the MNA as a 
polished and “final” museological space, but have not regarded the multiple lev-
els of transience and instability that defined its creation. Paz’s perspective, which 
preserves some of the discursive instability of the original context in which the 
museum was produced, is thus especially valuable for a revisionist approach here, 
albeit with caveats on two grounds: the problematic international reception of 
Paz’s writings, and the poet’s complicated interactions with the state’s apparatus.

The author of many significant works of literature, arguably Paz’s central con-
tribution to the panorama of Mexican culture is his 1950 El laberinto de la soledad, 
a highly influential treatise on the Mexican national character to which Posdata 
was something of a response.95 Paz’s central argument in El laberinto is that soli-
tude defines the Mexican national character in ways that make it simultaneously 
unique on account of its having resulted from Mexico’s violent history of con-
quest and colonization, and existentially similar to the character of other modern 
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countries, especially developing countries, which were embarked on the traumatic 
philosophical pursuit of cultural self-definition in a world defined by ideological, 
economic, and political conflicts. Among the intellectual traditions of cosmopol-
itanism to which Paz was indebted in the writing of this work was that of the 
Contemporáneos. In their operation as avant-garde members of Mexico City’s 
intellectual circles at the beginning of the century, and later in the century as 
members of the single-party state’s intelligentsia, figures like Torres Bodet and 
Novo had attempted to align Mexican literary and artistic production with inter-
national trends produced by intellectuals in other world cities on the basis of 
their aesthetic and intellectual affinities, while simultaneously emphasizing their 
uniquely Mexican features. In El laberinto, Paz describes Mexico’s national charac-
ter as a fundamentally tragic one, and constructs a cyclical conception of national 
history where the trauma of the colonial past is never quite overcome and con-
ditions the relationship between the modern state and its governed populations. 
Indeed, Robin Greeley argues, as part of Paz’s formulation, this trauma motivates 
a constant oscillation over historical time among modern-day Mexicans both indi-
vidually and collectively, “between despondency and outbursts of rage and random 
violence.” “In this model,” she claims, “the political violence of the Revolution 
and its aftermath resulted from the cyclical psychic violence imposed centuries 
before, not from social relations.” Along these lines, in Posdata Paz described the 
Olympics and the massacre as complementary events, which were demonstrative of 
the contradictory aspects of Mexico’s schizophrenic experience of modernity. The 
first Olympics ever celebrated in the developing world, for Paz, Mexico ’68 marked 
the developed world’s approval of Mexico’s economic and political achievements 
since its revolution. And yet the massacre exposed the realities of backwardness 
hidden behind the thin skin of this alleged development. For Paz, the trauma of 
these related events sprung forth from the deeper, unresolved national tensions 
that structured the Mexican national character as much as from the more localized 
political conditions of the late 1960s.

In time, Greeley claims, only the superficial contours of Paz’s powerful formu-
lations were allowed room to breathe, and Paz’s attempt to situate a nuanced philo-
sophical articulation of Mexican selfhood within the panorama of more reductive 
official notions lost visibility, not least given the vast amount of mass-media con-
structions and reconstructions of the massacre’s significance to Mexican cultural 
history.96 As Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo argues, despite their highly critical tone 
toward the more reductive aspects of cultural nationalism in twentieth-century 
Mexico, Paz’s El laberinto and Posdata are often understood as paeans to the cultural 
chauvinism of the single-party state, an interpretation that is especially predom-
inant in the dissemination of Paz’s work in English.97 To some degree, Paz was 
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aware of the political stakes of his publications. His correspondence with the edi-
tors of the English translation of El laberinto, published by the New York–based 
Grove Press in 1962, suggests as much. Writing in English to Barney Rosset, the 
editor at the press, in January 1961, Paz described El laberinto as a meditation on the 
condition of the entire developing world already influential in Mexico but likely 
to become relevant in the United States in the aftermath of the Cuban Revolution. 
“Written, as it was before the Cuban eventments,” in its denunciation of the con-
ditions of social inequity in Mexico El laberinto “contains a mild prophecy of the 
things that were to happen” during the 1959 revolution in another postcolonial 
locale. Paz argued that “since the recent developments in [decolonizing] Africa and 
specially in Cuba,” “the American people has started to be more conscious of what 
is called, in the burocratic jargon of our times, ‘underdevelopped’ countries.” His 
book was “in some ways, a portrait of one of those countries, an inquiry made by a 
native writer (underdevelopped or superdevelopped?).”98 In conjunction with the 
fluctuating cultural environment of dissemination of Paz’s work, the poet’s own 
position as an official intellectual vis-à-vis the state whose actions he denounced 
often made him the target of criticism. For example, Jorge Carrión, one of the con-
tributors to El milagro mexicano, tendentiously argued that, its critique of the state 
notwithstanding, Paz’s Posdata directly echoed the statements by politicians and 
cultural bureaucrats of the period who attempted to legitimize single-party rule, 
and thus gave their political language a gloss of “high” culture.99

Paz wrote Posdata in the wake of his resignation from his ambassadorial post 
in India in protest of the October 2 massacre. A career diplomat since 1945, he 
had been instrumental in giving international visibility to Mexican art and cul-
ture along the same humanist lines as many of Torres Bodet’s interventions of the 
period. His assignment in India, which began in 1962, was part of a rapproche-
ment between India and Mexico, two rapidly industrializing, nonaligned coun-
tries led at the time by developmentalist regimes that crafted official formulations 
of national identity on the basis of the glorification of their ancient cultures, and 
reached common ground on such matters as opposition to nuclear power usage 
and Cold War superpower interventionism. Before he resigned, Paz was in dia-
logue with then-Secretary of Foreign Affairs Carrillo Flores. In the late summer 
of 1968, as student protests escalated in Mexico City, Carrillo asked Paz for his 
insight about how authorities in India had dealt with similar student unrest in a 
document that was sent out to Mexican embassies in countries where student pro-
tests had already taken place. Paz was sympathetic to the protesters in his response 
to Carrillo, and his elaboration of his reasons for such sympathy would serve as 
the basis for Posdata. However, Paz’s resignation after he learned about the massa-
cre soon earned him the condemnation of the Díaz Ordaz regime. Describing his 
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resignation as a sign of hypocrisy, members of this administration attempted to 
publicly portray his dismissal as having resulted from irregularities in his official 
capacity, not as a result of his disagreement with the government’s actions.100

Paz’s case is emblematic of the pitfalls that other state intellectuals confronted 
during the “miracle.” Beyond the specific details of his resignation, Paz’s conten-
tious relationship with the state may be understood as stemming from the poet’s 
condition as what Lomnitz, borrowing a concept from Slavoj Žižek, has defined 
as an “interpassive” intellectual.101 As Lomnitz has argued, public intellectuals like 
Paz engage their audiences in a relationship where “the anticipated reaction of an 
interlocutor is acted out by the emissary of the original message.” This relation-
ship, which places the intellectual in a paternalist and prescriptive role vis-à-vis 
her or his mass-mediated audience—an audience that includes other intellectuals—
facilitates the propagation of normative understandings of the presumed “national” 
character. When supported by a state apparatus of culture, as Paz was for a signif-
icant part of his career, the interpassive intellectual’s charismatic abilities become 
significantly enhanced. At the same time, the rendering official of the intellectual’s 
views necessarily flattens them and drains them of their complexity, making them 
more susceptible to unfavorable changes in political tides.102 While the MNA was 
not the primary focus of Paz’s critique in Posdata, Paz understood the museum as 
part of a network of politically significant design and urban planning artifacts.103 
Situating architecture and design at the center of this period’s political economy, 
Paz’s embattled critique of the single-party state maps out a significant set of rela-
tionships between works of architecture, urban design, and planning that deserves 
more careful attention than it has received.

PLAZA OF FUSIONS
Opened as a public space in 1964, the infamous Plaza of the Three Cultures 
includes a carefully constructed set of ruins of the Templo Mayor of Tlatelolco, 
a twin city to Tenochtitlán until the sixteenth century, displayed in juxtaposition 
with the Church of Santiago de Tlatelolco. These two structures are situated in 
the middle of the largest modern housing project ever built in Mexico, Mario 
Pani’s Nonoalco–Tlatelolco complex (1964). In addition to these three structures, 
in 1966 Ramírez Vázquez’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs Building was added to 
the ensemble, placed just next to both the church and the Templo Mayor ruins 
(Figures 2.19 and 2.20). Although it had been the subject of archaeological study 
since 1944, beginning in 1960, as construction of Pani’s complex began, this entire 
archaeological area was the subject of aggressive excavations under the leadership 
of archaeologist and architect Francisco González Rul.104 In a March 1964 INAH 
report, González Rul reflected on the importance of the Templo Mayor remains 



Figure 2.19. Ricardo de Robina, Plaza of the 
Three Cultures, Mexico City, 1964. Photograph 
by the author.

Figure 2.20. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Mexico 
City, 1966. Photograph by the author.
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at Tlatelolco. He argued that the structure was sig-
nificant owing to the “beauty of its sculptural reliefs 
and the importance that it has for science to pos-
sess an architectural-sculptural work of the ancient 
Mexicas.” But the Templo’s significance was also 

explicitly political, “considering its immediate proximity to the Mexican Foreign 
Affairs Building,” and “what this implies for the visits [to Mexico] of high-ranking 
figures in world diplomacy.”105

Ricardo de Robina, one of the main designers of the MNA’s layout, also designed 
the plaza, in tandem with the ongoing archaeological excavations.106 Enrique de 
Anda demonstrates that before he became involved with the Plaza of the Three 
Cultures, Robina had encouraged architects involved with preservation and resto-
ration efforts in Mexico to spectacularize the synthesis of pre-Hispanic, colonial, 
and modern architectures found throughout Mexico.107 The Plaza of the Three 
Cultures served as a demonstration piece for these ideas, drawing on notions of 
architectural mestizaje explored in a wide range of projects of the 1960s. In addition 
to serving as the general planner for the plaza, Robina also restored the interior 
of the Church of Santiago, enlisting Mathias Goeritz as one of his collaborators. 
Goeritz designed a number of stained-glass windows for the restored church, only 
one of the additions to the sixteenth-century structure that substantially altered 

Figure 2.21. Tlatelolco Archaeological 
Zone, excavation works, 1961. Fototeca de 
la Dirección General del Acervo Histórico 
Diplomático de la Secretaría de Relaciones 
Exteriores de México.
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its appearance. Through several interventions, the texture of its brick walls and 
the building’s general proportions were harmonically blended with the ruins of 
the ceremonial complex of the Templo Mayor, displayed directly in front of it.108 
Photographs taken during the excavation of the Templo Mayor, at the center of 
the plaza, in 1961, are quite telling, for they show that the construction of Pani’s 
housing blocks was all but completed before the excavation of these remains was 
even close to finished. While most official accounts argue that the Aztec ruins, as 
restored and presented to the public at the plaza’s opening, predated Pani’s architec-
ture, these images provocatively suggest that the chronology was not quite so sim-
ple (Figure 2.21). Indeed, the harmony of proportions and composition between 
the stepped pyramidal structures at the plaza and the rigid rectilinear composition 
of Pani’s housing blocks may have resulted from the retroactive fitting in of the 
ruins to the modern project, rather than the reverse.

Chronologies left aside, an analysis of the plaza’s design places it squarely within 
the discursive frame of the exhibitions and museums examined thus far. The plaza 
incarnated the narrative of Mexican history embodied by Ramírez Vázquez’s pavil-
ions and museums, operating as their mirror image unfolded in Mexico City’s 
urban space. As at the Chapultepec Gallery and the MNA, buildings that included 
dramatic ritual chambers situated at the points of highest visitor traffic, at the Plaza 
of the Three Cultures the atavistic space of the Templo Mayor of Tlatelolco was 
understood as the focal point of the circulation program of the entire housing 
project, a social space where all those moving through the project would eventu-
ally converge. Here again, the effect of the space was profoundly scenographic. As 
if suspending them out of time, the plaza agglomerated three paradigmatic struc-
tures, each emblematic of formative Mexican architectural traditions. According 
to colonial chronicles, Tlatelolco had also been the last Aztec bastion before the 
Spanish conquest of the empire’s urban centers. As the site of this mythological 
confrontation between the West and Mexico’s pre-Columbian world, and hence 
as a metaphorical “birthplace” of Mexican national identity, the plaza was also 
designed to render emblematic the fusion of all these traditions.

Paz understood the MNA along with the Plaza of the Three Cultures as part of a 
network of politically charged monuments produced by the exhibitionist state, and 
the plaza was one of the spaces to which he devoted most attention in Posdata. For 
Paz, Tlatelolco and the MNA ranked not too far behind the Zócalo, the primary 
seat of political power in Mexico and also a site of architectural fusion between 
the most significant colonial, Aztec, and modern buildings in all of Mexico. At the 
Zócalo, the most significant site of Aztec power before the Conquest, the Mexico 
City Cathedral and a number of colonial administration buildings had been con-
structed directly over the ruins of the Aztec Templo Mayor and the palaces of 
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Aztec rulers. Mexico’s republican institutions, including the legislative and pres-
idential palaces, occupied precisely those buildings. The MNA and the Plaza of 
the Three Cultures attempted to create simulacra of the historical processes of 
architectural layering that had taken place over several centuries at Mexico City’s 
central square in a compressed time frame. Alongside the Zócalo, these two places 
created an urban triumvirate of profound political resonance. These interventions, 
Paz claimed, remapped the city to serve the ideological demands of Mexico’s one-
party state in the years immediately preceding the Olympics. “A few years ago,” 
Paz wrote, “the regime transformed [Tlatelolco] into a complex of huge low-rent 
apartment buildings, and in doing so wanted to rescue the venerable plaza: it dis-
covered part of the pyramid and, in front of it and the minuscule church, built an 
anonymous skyscraper: the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.”109

Paz’s chronology may not be scientifically exact, and his characterization of the 
Mexican state’s intentions is simplistic, as it mystifies its authority and elides its 
internecine contradictions. And yet, Paz was perceptive to the political stakes in 
the juxtaposition of architectural typologies at the plaza. Reports of the period 
emphasized this juxtaposition in ways that render these stakes clear. Pani’s maga-
zine, Arquitectura México, was understandably enthusiastic about the plaza, provid-
ing extensive coverage of its construction and inauguration, and heightening the 
historical dialogue embodied by its architecture.110 Construcción Mexicana claimed 
in March 1967 that the site “couldn’t be any more adequate” for Ramírez Vázquez’s 
ministry of foreign affairs. An article in the periodical argued enthusiastically that 
the tower “provides the salient example of modern architecture within the Plaza 
of the Three Cultures, becoming a vortex of integration of the remains of the pre-
Hispanic and the colonial [periods].” Ramírez Vázquez’s building thus became the 
“modern culmination of the [monuments] that embody the clearly defined states 
of the nation’s cultural history at the Plaza.”111

Embedded within an ensemble of uniquely Mexican cultural and architectural 
fusions, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Building was also more than conversant 
with architecture built outside of Mexico (Figure 2.20). A twenty four-story slab 
emerging from a cube-shaped base, the building was clad in white marble. The 
tower’s base is strongly related to a Miesian building type, the pavilion-shaped glass 
cube present in such projects as Mies’s New National Gallery in Berlin (1957–68) 
and in his Bacardí headquarters building first envisioned for Havana but built in 
a slightly later iteration in Mexico City (1959–63), not far from the ministry. The 
ministry’s marble skin echoes the cladding of the United Nations Headquarters 
built in New York between 1947 and 1952, a commission that involved architects 
like Le Corbusier, Oscar Niemeyer, and Wallace K. Harrison, as well as Niemeyer’s 
National Congress building at Brasília (1960), which also featured a pair of slim 
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towers clad in marble. Monuments intended to position Brazil and the United 
States in the landscape of twentieth-century diplomacy, these two buildings likely 
provided models for Ramírez Vázquez’s ministry building, which aimed to estab-
lish Mexico’s presence in the international geopolitical scene.

Nonetheless, in the years immediately after its completion, the building was far 
from the most visible component of the Plaza of the Three Cultures. Defined pow-
erfully and most intensively through various media instead was the relationship 
between Pani’s self-contained city for middle-class urban dwellers and the colonial 
and pre-Hispanic monuments at the plaza. Abutting the plaza, Pani’s buildings were 
at once part of and dramatically removed from the remnants of Mexico’s past. Here 
again, as in many other examples of official architecture of the “miracle,” Mexican 
cultural specificity was articulated through an architectural contrast of “old” and 
“new” artifacts, and as both a site of fusion and unresolved tension between them. 
As with other exhibitions and displays, however, here too folklore helped bridge 
the gap between these seemingly incompatible domains. Archival information 
suggests that the Plaza of the Three Cultures was counted as one of Mexico City’s 
most significant urban Olympic venues. As explained in a memorandum circulated 
between Olympic officials and the organizer of the World Folklore Festival, one of 
the events of the Cultural Olympiad, the plaza was one of the intended settings for 
“folkloric” dance performances during the Olympics.112

Beyond this event, and even after the infamous massacre that took place inside 
of it, the Plaza of the Three Cultures enjoyed great visibility during the late 1960s. 
One image of the plaza was included as the cover of photographer Hans Beacham’s 
1969 book The Architecture of Mexico: Yesterday and Today, which echoed official 
identity discourses by emphasizing the aesthetic affinity between Mexico’s mid-
twentieth-century buildings and their alleged ancestors (Figure 2.22). Beacham 
wrote that the ministry was built “near the spot where [Aztec leader] Cuauhtemoc 
surrendered Mexico to Hernán Cortés, August 13, 1521,” which lent it height-
ened “national” resonance in addition to architectural merits.113 The same view 
of the plaza on the cover of Beacham’s book (which, curiously enough, left out 
Ramírez Vázquez’s ministry) had been featured as the cover of the 1967 edition of 
Salvador Novo’s New Mexican Grandeur (Figure 2.23). Photographs of the Plaza of 
the Three Cultures were also disseminated as part of the mass-media promotion 
of the Olympics. Featured in an advertisement designed by the Mexican Olympic 
Committee that appeared in the New York Times in early September 1967, a pho-
tograph of the plaza was presented to potential U.S. tourists as a condensation of 
the country’s history, all available in a single place.114 An advertisement published 
in an October 1968 issue of The News, an English-language newspaper published 
in Mexico City that circulated during the Olympics, is among the most eloquent of 
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all mass-media representations of the Plaza. Coloring its monuments and framing 
them inside an American Express credit card, it rendered them into little more 
than a gateway into the commodified consumption of Mexico (Figure 2.24).

FEEBLE HARMONY
During the buildup to the Olympics, the Plaza of the Three Cultures was construed 
by some as the quintessential site of Mexico’s cultural and political harmony. For 
example, a 1965 pamphlet published in conjunction with the construction of Pani’s 
complex situated its construction at the center of the postrevolutionary state’s 
agendas for urban renewal. The pamphlet justified the construction of the complex 
by arguing that it would not only beautify and gentrify an area of the city that had 
fallen into disrepair during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, hosting 
the train tracks that led into Mexico City from its northern border, and being 
mostly full of workers’ housing and squatters’ settlements, but also, more signifi-
cantly, reinstantiate the area’s lost pre-Columbian grandeur, facilitating the same 
kinds of time travels that many of its peers among museums and exhibitions of the 
early 1960s also provided for their visitors:

It was inadmissible for the social revolution of Mexico to close its eyes to that area 
sick with filth and poverty, embedded in the very heart of a metropolis that is 
growing without restraint driven by progress. And once again Tlatelolco has arisen 



97
Ar

ch
ae

ol
og

ie
s 

 o
f 

Po
w

er

from its glorious past, to be projected toward the most worthy example of the 
Mexico of tomorrow! In its new life, Tlatelolco conjugates in the most marvelous 
way the three medullary stages of Mexico: the Aztec, the colonial, and the modern. 
In its monumental Plaza of the Three Cultures, all the wounds have healed and all 
the grievances have quieted down, the stones of the Teocalli sing once more their 
symphony of centuries, the cupolas of the church of the children of the Saint of 
Assisi stand high up in the sky, and as an arrow of a new Ilhuicamina in a renewed 
desire to conquer stars stand the modern buildings.115

However, both photographs such as those described earlier and narratives like 
this one were deceiving, because even before the Olympics and the massacre, few 
things about Tlatelolco had been harmonious. Pani’s project resulted from the 
largest “slum clearance” scheme ever executed in Mexico. Although Pani expressed 
a desire to translate what he perceived as the egalitarian social networks of the tra-
ditional barrios that his housing project replaced into the form of the project itself, 
the production of the Nonoalco–Tlatelolco housing complex was not an egalitar-
ian process, and Pani’s understanding of these networks was simplistic, to say the 
least. Despite their public pronouncements extolling the virtues of tugurios, the 
self-built homes of rural migrants to the expanding capital city, Pani and his peers 
in Mexico City’s urban planning community looked anxiously at the uncontrolla-
ble urban growth that the proliferation of these units could represent in the capital 

Figure 2.22. Cover of Hans Beacham, The 
Architecture of Mexico: Yesterday and Today 
(New York: Architectural Book Publishing 
Company, 1969), showing the Plaza of the 
Three Cultures.

Figure 2.23. Cover of Salvador Novo, New 
Mexican Grandeur (Mexico City: PEMEX, 
1967), showing the Plaza of the Three Cultures.

Figure 2.24. Cover of Passport ’68, tourist 
guide published in The News, Mexico City, 
October 13, 1968. Félix Candela Architectural 
Records and Papers, Avery Library, Columbia 
University, New York.
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in the future, a continuous, undifferentiated “mass” that threatened to engulf the 
“planned” sections of the city. Strategically planned growth thus offered a possi-
ble escape from this dystopian scenario.116 Cristóbal Jácome observes that Pani’s 
understanding of urban regeneration was profoundly aligned with a developmen-
talist conception of political change that opposed rationally ordered cities to the 
perceived chaos of tugurios. The two barrios that Pani’s housing unit collapsed 
together when finished, Nonoalco and Tlatelolco, had been portrayed as spaces of 
urban decay and marginality in a series of influential mass-media contexts, most 
famously in Luis Buñuel’s 1950 film Los Olvidados, which chronicles the life of 
the urban poor in the capital.117 The film, Jácome writes, opposes these neighbor-
hoods’ perceived chaos to the orderly “civil and political structure in place in the 
modern metropolis” that was emerging adjacent to them.118 Starting in 1959, the 
“regeneration” of these locations took place through the clearing of existing urban 
structures, which were replaced with contained, new units, the aggregate of which 
eventually comprised Pani’s large new complex.119 Despite the discourse of class 
collaboration that defined the project’s public face, thousands of people were dis-
placed as a result of the urban intervention, remnants of the railroad infrastructure 
in this part of the city were destroyed, and only a small part of the archaeological 
remains of the ancient city of Tlatelolco was preserved at the Plaza of the Three 
Cultures. The archaeological excavations that had taken place in the area notwith-
standing, large expanses of archaeological remains were merely documented for 
later study and subsequently destroyed as a result of pressures to hastily finish con-
struction of the project.120

The October 2 massacre did not help the reputation of Pani’s project. The 
destruction of one of the buildings in the Nonoalco–Tlatelolco complex as a result 
of the 1985 earthquake that destroyed many other structures in the capital city 
has furthered associations between the complex and urban tragedy in more recent 
times. For some commentators, Jácome argues, the building that collapsed, which 
was built deficiently and was thus unable to withstand the seismic shock with tragic 
consequences, has become emblematic of the failed social and economic policies of 
the single-party state during the “miracle” as well as of the promises of social justice 
embedded in some strands of modernist architectural production.121 For instance, 
Rubén Gallo positions the production of the Plaza of the Three Cultures as one of 
the most traumatic events in the midcentury urban transformation of Mexico City. 
Writing about collectivism in Mexican art in the 1970s, he explains that “the sud-
den interest in ‘the street’” that defined much of artistic practice during the decade 
was “a reaction to the profound urban changes that affected Mexico City after 
1950.” Such changes included an explosive growth in the city’s population coupled 
with “a torrent of public works—freeways, expressways, overpasses, tunnels and 
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ring roads—that, much like Robert Moses’ network of highways and bridges in 
New York, radically transformed the region’s urban fabric.” In a nostalgic turn, 
Gallo claims, “a city that had once been filled with flaneurs and lively streets rap-
idly became a megalopolis of traffic jams, insurmountable cement structures, and 
homicidal vehicles.”122 Gallo echoes Jean Franco’s 2002 account of her encounter 
with this transformed city:

I left Mexico City in 1957 and returned in 1967 to a place that I hardly recognized. 
I left a city of clear air and breathtaking views of the volcanoes and the Ajusco 
mountain, a city where people traveled on public transport to the center to meet 
friends, to go to concerts, to shop. But 1957 was also the year Volkswagen began its 
assault on the city while Mayor Uruchurtu pushed his program of modernization. 
Soon there were cars everywhere; the middle-class population emigrated south 
toward the University City; freeways stretched across town, dividing barrios and 
enveloping nearby buildings in a constant traffic roar.123

Gallo’s assessment of the modernizing forces at work in Mexico City goes far 
beyond Franco’s nostalgia for an egalitarian and picturesque (and, other than for 
tourists, largely imaginary) city tragically lost to the dark forces of capitalism. “The 
attack against the street,” he claims, “led not only to widespread alienation but, in 
some extreme cases, to death.” Gallo argues that the October 2 massacre was “made 
possible, in part, by urban planning and architecture.” As the military opened fire 
on the students, Nonoalco–Tlatelolco’s “typically modernist elements” left the 
students particularly vulnerable because they stood “in a modernist panopticon, 
where they could be surveyed from almost any point in the complex.”124 Other 
critics have echoed Gallo’s dramatic assessment of Nonoalco–Tlatelolco’s failures. 
Cuauhtémoc Medina and Ana Elena Mallet discuss the complex as a monument 
not only inseparable from the massacre, but also emblematic of the Mexican state’s 
ultimate political failure. Mallet describes the complex as “a clear reflection of the 
[Mexican] government’s failure to achieve modernity by issuing decrees and erect-
ing buildings. As a ruin, it stands as proof of haphazard attempts, of the omnipotent 
presidential gesture that tries to summon forth the future with tons of cement.”125

Two observations can be made to supplement these indictments of architec-
ture’s collusion with power in Mexico. First, while downplaying the mostly oper-
ational present-day condition of Nonoalco–Tlatelolco, which is still inhabited by 
thousands of residents, the picture of trauma and chaos that these authors present 
does little justice to the housing estate’s relative urban successes in having pro-
vided a comparatively livable space in the Mexican capital in the long run, despite 
its multiple shortcomings. Second, and more important, interpretations of the 
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architectural form of the Nonoalco–Tlatelolco complex as the direct expression of 
presidential desires phase out of view the internecine contradictions of the single-
party regime and the institutional and economic forces that produced the complex 
in collusion with it. In denouncing its authority in this way, these interpretations 
mystify the regime’s avowed ideological and political stability.

The bureaucratized production of the network of museums of culture commis-
sioned by the López Mateos administration, of the Nonoalco–Tlatelolco complex, 
and of the Plaza of the Three Cultures suggests that these works did not merely 
monumentalize a grand narrative of national identity. For instance, the location of 
Pani’s complex was selected in the midst of contentious dialogues between regente 
Uruchurtu and the presidential circle. Beyond Pani’s agenda of urban regeneration 
and the site’s historical significance discussed earlier, Tlatelolco was also built in 
its final location to address the demands of state workers, who would be one of the 
primary constituencies to occupy the housing project, to live within short com-
muting distance to Mexico City’s historic center, where most state offices were 
located. Uruchurtu came to an agreement with this unionized and mostly middle-
class constituency, whose demands the Díaz Ordaz circle, which had focused its 
populist energies on making largely symbolic concessions to the urban poor in the 
early 1960s, had been unable to accommodate.126

Fissures internal to power circles like these defined the production of the 
Nonoalco–Tlateloco complex as much as totalizing plans. As in the case of other 
large-scale commissions, the complex’s clientelist patrons faced multiple social 
pressures and deployed political intelligence to address them. Understanding the 
production of monumental building along these lines suggests that the state’s exhi-
bitionist apparatus operated not only as an all-powerful propaganda force, but 
also as a more strategically flexible, if fundamentally authoritarian, set of forces. 
Internecine debates and social pressures also defined the production of sports 
facilities for the Olympics in Mexico City in the mid-to-late 1960s, as the next 
chapter reveals.
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F
élix Candela’s Sports Palace, the most critically acclaimed of Mexico’s 
Olympic venues, embodies the media’s centrality to the production of 
infrastructure for the Olympics.1 Since its completion for the games, the 
Palace’s distinctive silhouette and shimmering copper roof have been ubiq-

uitous in the mass-media landscape of Mexico as well as in the eyes of critics and 
historians. The Palace’s notoriety—which has arguably eclipsed the rest of Mexico 
’68’s architecture—has usually been understood as a result of its spectacular exte-
rior form, which has lent itself to reproduction and dissemination in a variety of 
media.2 Although several studies of Candela’s work situate the architect’s oeuvre 
in relation to the historical and political context of his time, a persisting trend in 
Candela scholarship focuses on the formal appearance of the palace and his other 
major buildings, and on what this appearance tells us about the structural innova-
tions that these works include.3 As in other notable buildings by Candela, at the 
Sports Palace his photogenic hyperbolic paraboloids are prominent structural and 
formal components of the arena’s ceiling, yet the relationship between these ele-
ments and the mass media goes beyond formal matters (Figure 3.1).4 A rendering 
of the Palace’s interior makes it clear that concerns about the structure’s capacity 
to inscribe itself within the circulation networks of the mechanically reproduced 
image were paramount from the start (Figure 3.2).5 Not only does the design 
account for the position and sight lines of television cameras all around the sports 
court, but it also features a couple in the foreground, who view the sports events 
in front of them through the lens of a television camera. The drawing thus sug-
gests that, like many of its peers, this Olympic venue was envisioned not only as a 
monumental intervention in Mexico City’s urban fabric but also as a hub for the 
transmission of televised imagery.

three

Image Machines
Mexico ’68’s “Old” and 

“New” Sports Facilities
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As a brand-new Olympic building, at Mexico ’68 
Candela’s Palace was more the exception than the 
rule. As scholars have pointed out, the majority of 
Mexico’s Olympic architecture predated the 1968 

Olympics, one of many facts that generated anxiety among the event’s organizers 
and their critics at home and abroad, even though the preexistence of Olympic 
facilities certainly helped bolster Mexico City’s case as a prospective host city in the 
eyes of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) at Baden-Baden.6 Rodríguez 
Kuri suggests that the “total design” logic of the Olympics responded pragmati-
cally to Mexico ’68’s condition as a “cheap” Olympics because it downplayed the 
heterogeneity of its existing infrastructure and diverted attention away from the 
absence of new, unified planning schemes in Mexico City like those that previous 
Olympic host cities had boasted. Architects Manuel Villazón and Eduardo Terrazas 
attempted to inscribe Mexico’s Olympic venues within a network of sports facil-
ities where each venue was identified by a logo at once distinctive and graphically 
analogous to the rest. These logos were extensions of Lance Wyman’s primary 
logo for the Olympics. The radiating patterns of Wyman’s logo were also given 
an urban scale, as Terrazas had the pavements surrounding the main venues of 
the Olympics, one of them the Sports Palace, painted with them. The pavement 
surrounding each of these facilities was painted with a different combination of 
colors, but all such colors were part of a relatively limited palette of pastels and 
pinks that all these painted pavements shared (Plate 3). The graphic and urban 

Figure 3.1. Félix Candela, Enrique Castañeda, 
and Antonio Peyrí, Palacio de los Deportes 
(Sports Palace), Mexico City, 1968. Photograph 
by the author.
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scales of this unified iconography were thus col-
lapsed together and given an inhabitable dimension 
for visitors. In addition to proving visually striking, 
comparatively speaking, as Terrazas recalls, this was 
an inexpensive, albeit labor-intensive, solution to 
the problem of unifying the urban environment of these buildings.7

Yet, creating the scenography of a “cheap” Olympics organized in a marginal, 
developing country was not solely a result of infrastructural or economic con-
ditions. As Rodríguez Kuri observes, this was also a diplomatic calculation on 
the part of the MOC. Concerns about the quality of Olympic infrastructure in 
Mexico were only part of the horizon of political obstacles that Mexico’s Olympic 
organizers faced. The idea that Mexico City’s high altitude would hinder athletic 
performance was another objection to the capital’s selection as host city, and the 
MOC attempted to counter this claim through a systematic campaign to discredit 
its presumed scientific basis. The exclusion of South Africa’s apartheid state from 
the Olympics, and what at times seemed like an impending threat of a boycott of 
Olympic organizational efforts as a result of this exclusion, further complicated 
the racial politics that surrounded these Olympics, which were also defined by 
the protests for racial equality staged by African American sprinters John Carlos 
and Tommie Smith.8 The celebration of the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City reor-
ganized the political geographies of these conflicts in ways that benefited the 
single-party state and the International Olympic Committee’s leadership. Staging 

Figure 3.2. Félix Candela, Palacio de los 
Deportes (Sports Palace), rendering, 1967. 
Félix Candela Architectural Records and 
Papers, Avery Library, Columbia University, 
New York.
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the Olympics in a nominally nonaligned country that purposefully spectacular-
ized its marginality to and neutral stance toward international inter-superpower 
conflicts also promised to disperse some of the tensions that had dominated the 
celebration of previous Olympics. This relocation also expanded the IOC’s insti-
tutional currency toward a “third-world” domain it had never penetrated in the 
past. Domestically, the organization of Mexico ’68 could be inscribed within the 
single-party state’s own developmentalist narratives, becoming aligned with the 
propaganda of PRI-sponsored social peace, urban modernization, and cultural and 
racial tolerance. Internationally, the Olympics provided the Mexican state with 
a temporary window through which to promote these claims. As such, Mexico’s 
Olympics served the state’s agendas on the home front and in the international 
arena at the same time.9

The next chapter will examine various aspects of Mexico ’68’s total design 
campaign as more than a merely pragmatic response to the fractious nature of the 
Olympic building effort. This chapter examines the MOC’s refurbishing of exist-
ing buildings and the creation of “new” ones in order to inscribe “old” and “new” 
monuments into a common Olympic spectacle. It contends that the fragmentary 
nature of Mexico’s Olympic infrastructure not only motivated design responses 
like Terrazas and Villazón’s, but also conditioned the form and function of Mexico 
’68’s new Olympic buildings. This fragmentary Olympic landscape decisively 
shaped the propaganda events staged in relation to the venues of pre-Olympic 
origin, and thus heavily informed the image economies cultivated at the meet-
ing point between the Olympic venues and these political performances. A close 
reading of the bureaucratized production of these buildings and events reveals 
that many discursive challenges that the patrons and makers of this infrastructure 
faced were quite similar to those that the designers and architects of museums and 
pavilions of previous chapters grappled with. In other words, the Olympics pro-
vided the architects of the presidential circle in Mexico with another forum for the 
creation of a spectacle of social harmony and “miraculous” development through 
design interventions. Here, as in previous official design projects, both the prestige 
of these professionals within their specialized fields of expertise and their stock as 
part of the cultural apparatus of the exhibitionist state were at stake.

Through the formulation of the Cultural Olympiad, Ramírez Vázquez attempted 
to brand an emphasis on cultural display as the distinctive feature of the Mexican 
Olympics, tying Mexico ’68 directly to his own efforts in the design of museums 
and world’s fairs pavilions, and borrowing some of the humanist language of these 
events. Positioning cultural display at the center of the Olympic spectacle was also 
a pragmatic move on the architect-politician’s part. Promoting Mexico’s Olympic 
infrastructure as part of the Cultural Olympiad diverted attention away from the 
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uncomfortable comparisons drawn insistently in the local and international media 
in the years leading up to Mexico ’68 between Mexico’s disjointed Olympic build-
ing campaign and Tokyo ’64’s spectacular new Olympic buildings and the lavish 
urban transportation networks that connected them.10

Drawing attention away from these comparisons, Ramírez Vázquez systemat-
ically advertised “old” buildings refurbished for the Olympics as part of the vast 
panorama of Mexico’s national patrimony, pre-Columbian, colonial, and mod-
ern, a corpus of existing buildings so large that the relative lack of new Olympic 
additions to it would ideally seem immaterial. He discussed the “new” Olympic 
infrastructure as the result of a longer-standing process of postrevolutionary mod-
ernization, one that the Olympics were meant to showcase to the world and accel-
erate. Along these lines, the architect-politician emphasized that the usefulness of 
Mexico’s Olympic facilities after the Olympics would remain a central concern 
throughout the campaign, much more so than their monumental qualities. Here 
again, as in the curatorial and design programs of the diplomatic architectures of 
the “miracle,” the duality between Mexico’s “old” and “new” existential conditions 
structured Ramírez Vázquez’s public pronouncements. He described Mexico ’68 
as a continuation of these earlier projects. In an interview with Raquel Tibol, he 
referred to his experiences as the designer of schools and official exhibitions of art 
and culture in the years leading up to the Olympics, collapsing the histories of the 
Olympic project with the narrative of his own rise through the bureaucratic ranks. 
He thus claimed that “Mexico arrives to the Olympics at a time at which, thanks to 
interest that has already been generated, they constitute the single advertising event of great-
est possible impact in this or any country.” And yet:

Those who think that our Olympics have tourism as their ultimate goal are 
wrong. . . . Recently, a German journalist asked us if we thought it would have 
been wiser to invest funds in works of public benefit, which the country needs. 
That journalist did not realize that he was standing on the soil of a nation in 
which a school classroom is built every hour, where in the last thirty years a 
surface equivalent to the territory of France has been irrigated, where millions of 
kilometers of highways have been built, where needs for infrastructure are being 
taken care of.11

Although Ramírez Vázquez exaggerated the scale of this process of state-sponsored 
modernization, its effects on Mexico City had been tangible in the decades leading 
up to the Olympics. Before the Olympics, these trajectories of urban and archi-
tectural production had yielded several of the new museums and public spaces 
seen in previous chapters, as well as such notable facilities as the 1964 complex of 
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the Magdalena Mixhuca, located in the southeast region of the city, within which 
Candela’s Sports Palace would be incorporated; the Arena México, finished in 
1956, and designated as the venue for boxing; and the 1952 Teatro Insurgentes, 
designed by architect Alejandro Prieto, whose facade included a mosaic mural 
devoted to the history of Mexican theater by Diego Rivera and which was cho-
sen to host the weightlifting competitions. Two other major stadiums built before 
the games also played significant roles during the Olympics: the 1953 Olympic 
Stadium at the UNAM University City, also graced by a Diego Rivera mural and 
designated as the venue for the opening and closing ceremonies of the games; and 
the Aztec soccer stadium, designed by Ramírez Vázquez and Mijares between 1961 
and 1963 and inaugurated in May 1966. In addition to the Sports Palace, Terrazas 
had the pavements of these latter two stadiums painted with Mexico ’68’s radiating 
patterns, demarcating them as the locations of highest architectural interest and of 
most intensely focused propaganda energies.

George Flaherty points out that international press envoys and their cameras 
represented the largest Olympic delegation of all those that attended Mexico ’68, 
including national sports teams.12 Rodríguez Kuri and historian Amy Bass observe 
that the presence of corporate media interests at Mexico ’68—especially, but not 
exclusively, from the United States—was one of the defining commercial forces 
that shaped the event’s organization.13 This heightened presence of camera lenses 
raised the international stakes of the event, making Mexico’s perceived organiza-
tional deficiencies all the more visible. Ramírez Vázquez was aware of these risky 
conditions, but said that local organizers could turn them to their advantage. In 
a November 1966 press conference, he made reference to the then new medium 
of satellite television, arguing that its presence rendered the need for abundant 
new buildings less pressing than at previous Olympics, and thus actually helped 
Mexico’s frugal organizational plans. “Television,” he claimed, “has already 
increased the number of spectators of the Olympics, from the material capacity 
of stadiums to the capacity generated by television sets, which conservative esti-
mates count as four hundred million worldwide.” Far from having replaced actual 
architecture as an arena for spectatorship, the virtual spaces of television had come 
to contain and supplement those of architecture, with each becoming the other’s 
resonance chamber.14

In a 1967 meeting with the press where he was pressured to comment on the 
perceived lack of new buildings in Mexico for the Olympics, Ramírez Vázquez 
took this point further, claiming that Mexico’s infrastructure was envisioned for 
two distinct but overlapping audiences: those witnessing the Olympics in person 
and those taking part in the show “from the chairs in front of their television sets.” 
Cameras would be embedded within the structure of stadiums and other sports 
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facilities, allowing television viewers to see even more than actual visitors. In mak-
ing this remark, Ramírez Vázquez also cast the entire Olympic project in a sinister 
light, one more specifically suggestive of desires on the MOC’s part for surveil-
lance and control through media, desires that seem malevolent enough looking 
back at the violent environment in which the Olympics took place:

The placement [of cameras] has not been disclosed in order not to interfere with the 
sports events; but they will be in every angle and place so as to reveal to the remote 
observer aspects of the development of the competitions that those sitting in the 
grandstands will naturally be unable to perceive.15

Ramírez Vázquez here lays bare the direct intersection between Olympic design 
and the exercise of state surveillance, inscribing his practice as Olympic organizer 
squarely within the biopolitical domain. By no means allergic to occasional hyper-
bole, he was not exaggerating too much about this point. In facilitating the broad-
casting of live images from buildings as well as to create records of Olympic events 
in film, the MOC’s department of cinematography led by filmmaker Alberto 
Isaac was extremely active. Isaac’s team took full advantage of the multiple cam-
era angles provided within sports facilities, flooding the media landscape with 
live and delayed images of Olympic events and the venues where they took place.16 
However, the physical presence of cameras within buildings was only one factor 
that led Mexico’s Olympic venues to literally operate as image machines. Many 
other dialogues between the forms and materials of these “old” and “new” build-
ings and a range of media were equally central to their design, construction, and 
reception, as well as to the propaganda functions that these structures served and 
the contestation that they confronted.

A BUREAUCRATIZED CAMPAIGN
Ramírez Vázquez’s public statements concerning the Olympic building campaign 
purposefully obscure the bureaucratic complexity that defined this process. In a 
climate of widespread doubts about Mexico’s ability to host the Olympics, the 
MOC sent delegations to Tokyo over the course of 1964 and 1965, as well as to 
other former Olympic venues: Rome, Melbourne, London, and Helsinki. But by 
the time these delegations toured former Olympic host cities, planning in Mexico 
City was already under way. In October 1963, immediately after the International 
Olympic Committee meeting in Baden-Baden approved Mexico’s bid to host the 
Olympics, the MOC hired architects Reynaldo Pérez and Jorge Fernández to con-
duct a preliminary evaluation of Mexico City’s sports facilities. In their report, 
these architects concluded that a covered arena for basketball—the future Sports 
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Palace—and an Olympic swimming pool were necessary, as were a new fencing hall 
and a venue for volleyball. The report also established that most sports competi-
tions would be held in Mexico City. The only exceptions were the yachting events, 
which required an open-sea venue and were held at the beach resort of Acapulco; 
Puebla, León, and Guadalajara, which provided secondary venues for Olympic soc-
cer; and the Avándaro Golf Club in the Valle de Bravo, outside Mexico City, which 
hosted the horseback riding competitions.17

Most official accounts attempted to present the Olympics as a national-scale 
project, and Ramírez Vázquez was emphatic about the potential of television to 
broadcast the Olympics all over Mexico. While industrial, trade, and political 
groups in various parts of Mexico were keen to make use of the Olympic publicity 
effort to generate interest in their own activities and products, it was clear from 
the beginning that the Olympic construction efforts and its propaganda energies 
would be centralized in the capital city.18 In consultation with advisers from the 
IOC, Pérez and Fernández determined that the existing sports facilities in Mexico 
City had to be modified considerably, not only to comply with the requirements 
that international federations established for each sport, but to expand their seat-
ing capacity to accommodate presidential and IOC delegations, as well as consid-
erably greater numbers of visitors than they had ever hosted. Specialized spaces 
for the press also had to be added to all the venues, and minimum lighting levels 
needed for color TV broadcasting had to be implemented, at great expense, in all 
of Mexico’s Olympic venues.

The various efforts out of which the Olympic infrastructural campaign was 
comprised involved a number of federal and municipal state agencies. As in the 
case of the design teams responsible for the exhibitions and museums of the pre-
ceding chapters, many of the figures involved with the campaign had preexisting 
ties to Ramírez Vázquez’s office. Construction of new facilities was the responsibil-
ity of Mexico’s Secretaría de Obras Públicas (SOP), the state agency most closely 
tied to architectural production at the national level throughout the twentieth 
century. The SOP organized contests for the new Olympic facilities in mid-1966, 
and appointed architecture teams for the adaptation of existing ones at that time. 
Architect Héctor Velázquez, a former collaborator of Ramírez Vázquez’s in his 
1953 School of Medicine building at the UNAM University City, led this process 
as head of the SOP’s Department of Architecture and Urbanism (1965–70). The 
Departamento del Distrito Federal (DDF) supervised and funded the construction 
of the rowing canal of Cuemanco at Xochimilco.19 For its part, the Banco Nacional 
Hipotecario Urbano y de Obras Públicas, which had sponsored Pani’s Nonoalco–
Tlatelolco housing project, funded construction of the Olympic Village and the 
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Villa Coapa, the two housing complexes intended to host Olympic delegations and 
press envoys.

The MOC oversaw the construction and refurbishing of the various facilities 
through one agency, the Oficina de Control de Instalaciones (OCI), headed by 
architect Luis Martínez del Campo. Martínez was a former collaborator of Ramírez 
Vázquez’s as well, having served as project architect for his Aztec Stadium.20 
Martínez’s office was not directly in charge of the construction of sports venues, 
but its role as an intermediary between the DDF and SOP proved crucial. Martínez 
delivered plans for the Olympic facilities to these two agencies in October 1967—
only a year before the inauguration of the Olympic Games—and dealt with the 
logistical and legal intricacies of their construction thereafter.21 While communi-
cations between the DDF and the MOC were relatively relaxed a year before the 
Olympics started, they became increasingly tense as deadlines approached. The 
case of the construction of the Route of Friendship, the central work of permanent 
public art produced as part of the Cultural Olympiad, is telling of these tensions. 
The project, analyzed in depth in the next chapter, was cumbersome and slow to 
build. In an April 1968 letter sent to Roberto Medellín, the DDF’s chief of public 
works, Martínez implored him to provide the MOC with information about the 
many legal hurdles involved in the route’s construction, which had only begun at 
that point and was already far behind schedule.22 Goeritz complained to Ramírez 
Vázquez about Martínez’s inefficient management of the project in almost daily 
reports, while Martínez only partly acknowledged the obvious delays in construc-
tion, blaming the DDF’s incompetence for them instead.23

These negotiations often involved government agencies other than the DDF and 
the MOC. For example, in January 1968, when construction teams found consid-
erable pre-Hispanic architectural remains at the site of the future Olympic Village, 
Martínez had to act as a mediator between the MOC, the SOP, and the National 
Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH). Bureaucrats in all these agencies 
had different views concerning the find, and the result of their negotiations gives an 
idea of the pressure they faced with construction deadlines approaching. Officials 
made no attempt to modify the kitchen section of the Olympic Village project in 
order to prevent destruction of the archaeological find, found directly underneath 
it. As in the case of the Nonoalco–Tlatelolco complex, during the construction of 
the Olympic Village the pressure to build fast and the imperative to preserve the 
archaeological memory of the site conflicted. Construction work was halted for a 
week during which archaeologists gathered information about the remains that had 
been found. As Martínez explained to Ramírez Vázquez in a memo from January 3, 
a reconstruction of the ruins, presumably destroyed during construction, was to be 
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built with the information afterward. After the Olympic Village was finished, the 
ruins were promoted as an integral part of the project, with only a vague mention 
of this reconstruction process.24

Martínez’s office was flexible in its tasks, but there was confusion about the 
scope of its responsibilities throughout the duration of the Olympic building cam-
paign. In a letter sent to Ramírez Vázquez on March 15, 1968, Martínez presented 
the MOC chief with a list of issues that required the direct intervention of the 
DDF. Martínez wrote that he wished “a systematic link” with authorities at the 
DDF existed in order to facilitate negotiations. Because the range of problems 
associated with the construction of the various facilities was so wide, it was not 
enough to have weekly meetings between agency representatives, especially since 
these meetings often proved contentious and unproductive. Indeed, so much had 
to be dealt with that Martínez thought the creation of a specialized agency devoted 
exclusively to navigating these bureaucratic waters was necessary, a suggestion that 
never resulted in an MOC policy.25

While the MOC and Ramírez Vázquez attempted to present this bureaucrati-
cally complex process as a streamlined and transparent one to the public, the SOP 
also attempted to provide the campaign with a unified public face, inscribing it 
within the propaganda emanating from the ministries of economics, tourism, the 
MOC, and the SOP itself. This propaganda presented state-sponsored building 
campaigns, in a developmentalist vein, as emblematic of socially inclusive eco-
nomic growth. In its February 1968 bulletin, for instance, the SOP presented the 
new Olympic buildings alongside a host of other infrastructure initiatives, listing 
the projected use of each facility after the Games. “With the Olympic Village,” the 
report said, “the housing problem of Mexico City will be partly resolved.” “Nine 
thousand people will be able to buy its 904 apartments and attached facilities at 
cheap prices that will also pay back the 155 million [pesos] invested in the work.” 
While this example sounded convincing enough, the SOP’s justification for the 
Cuemanco rowing canal in Xochimilco was somewhat less so, given the sport’s very 
limited appeal. The report claimed that the canal would “foster the development 
of a sport that, owing to a lack of infrastructure, is only beginning to get popular 
in Mexico, [contributing] to the natural beauty of Xochimilco and [giving] our 
capital city a new horizon in its panorama of sports and leisure.”26

Despite these efforts to homogenize the Olympic facilities, some critics saw the 
bureaucratic complexity of the Olympic preparations reflected in the architec-
tural form of Mexico’s sports infrastructure. No critique was more scathing than 
that formulated by Lamberto Álvarez Gayou, a founding member of the MOC 
and a longtime sports specialist based in Mexico City who had occupied a variety 
of positions in Mexico’s government offices devoted to sport after beginning his 
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career at the Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP) in the 1930s. In an article pub-
lished in early 1968, Álvarez lambasted Ramírez Vázquez’s team. Remarking on the 
noticeable time lag between the initial MOC surveys of late 1963 and the organi-
zation of architectural competitions for construction of new facilities, which took 
place only in the summer of 1966, he claimed that this had “resulted in a lack of 
enough time to urbanize and plan the Olympic works properly.” Without enough 
time available for planning, the SOP grouped thirty architects, setting them up as 
members of ten planning teams and giving them two weeks to produce projects for 
the facilities.27 Although it reached fever pitch by 1968, when, as a form of protest, 
he presented a project for Olympic planning in Mexico City that competed with 
the MOC’s, Álvarez’s critique had much earlier origins. As early as October 1963, 
just after Mexico’s winning bid for the Olympics was announced, he had claimed 
in a newspaper editorial that “it was necessary to start working, without sparing 
time, effort, and money, in order to duly prepare the setting for that which has 
been awarded to us.” He expressed the high stakes involved in the organization 
of the Olympics by collapsing the languages of warfare and sports, and describing 
them as “a sort of world war that must be planned strategically with methods of the 
atomic age we live in, which by the time it takes place (1968) will have advanced 
tremendously.”28

Writing in 1968, Álvarez was particularly harsh in his criticism of the haste 
with which the process of selection and assignment of architectural teams for the 
design of new Olympic facilities had been undertaken. This lack of foresight had 
serious consequences, as “the dissimilar ideas of the architects in each team mixed 
like oil and water, and did not follow the models of sports buildings established 
worldwide.”29 As already seen, the SOP claimed throughout the Olympic prepa-
rations that the new facilities would be built primarily with their usefulness after 
the Games in mind. This meant that a facility such as the Olympic Village was 
envisioned from the beginning as a housing project undifferentiated from other 
housing projects. Likewise, there was little typological difference between the rest 
of Olympic sports facilities and their non-Olympic precedents. Álvarez claimed 
that this confusion resulted not from Ramírez Vázquez’s or the MOC’s genuine 
interest in the post-Olympic function of Olympic architecture, but from a lack of 
specialized expertise on the part of the Mexican architects they had hired for the 
Olympics:

Mexico has become a great “Imitator” in the construction of sports facilities . . . , 
which is logical, since it has never had architects or planners that specialize in such 
constructions; those who have been charged with this type of project have been 
assigned to take on the task in an improvised manner. Their facilities fail to adjust 
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to international models, and instead the models known in Mexico for schools and 
public facilities have been used, which in no way fulfill the requirements of func-
tionality, comfort, and security for competitors, judges, officials, trainers, journal-
ists, and sports audiences.30

Álvarez’s was not the only voice of dissent heard within Mexico, yet his critique 
is particularly prescient because it challenged not only the design and preparation 
of sports facilities, but also the cosmopolitan aspirations evident in the formal lan-
guage of the new Olympic monuments and the ambitious graphic and urban design 
campaigns of the MOC. Instead of Wyman’s Olympic logo, Álvarez claimed that a 
more authentically “Mexican” image should have served to identify the Olympics. 
His image of choice was taken from a ball court marker found in the Maya site in 
Chinkultic, Chiapas, which was part of the collection of the recently inaugurated 
MNA. The carved disc of stone included an image of a Maya ball player dressed 
in the ritual garb of the ancient organized sport and was part of a wide range of 
objects rediscovered and glorified as emblematic of Mexico’s pre-Hispanic athletic 
traditions.31

Instead of a “traditional and classical” national architecture, Álvarez also claimed, 
organizers had chosen to adopt an ill-designed “internationalist style.” Thus, he 
argued, the much-publicized copper-clad roof of Candela’s Sports Palace was “a 
bad and poor imitation of the ‘Geodesic Dome’ of . . . Buckminster Fuller,” specif-
ically the one Fuller designed for the 1961 Yomiuri Golf clubhouse in Tokyo. The 
roof of Manuel Rosen’s Olympic swimming pool was “another copy of the roofs 
designed by the famous Italian architect [Pier] Luigi Nervi.” Álvarez’s critique 
of these buildings and the graphic campaign through which they were promoted 
could be easily dismissed as a conservative response against Mexico ’68’s modern-
ist aesthetics, but the panorama was likely more complex. It was not nationalism 
against cosmopolitanism that he attempted to marshal, but a competing modality 
of cosmopolitanism to the one advocated by the MOC. Furthermore, the tensions 
between nationalist and cosmopolitan discourses that he points toward lay at the 
center of the MOC’s efforts, and had significant design consequences, inhabiting 
many of Mexico ’68’s primary events and architectural spaces.

MASS SPORTS, SPECTACLES OF CLASS
Álvarez was not the only critic to call into question the aesthetics of Mexico’s 
Olympic campaign as well as its social cost. In a March 1967 interview, Elena 
Poniatowska questioned Ramírez Vázquez about the levels of lighting needed to 
broadcast sports in color television, a costly addition to all Olympic venues imple-
mented while “thousands of poor slums with no lighting that demand lighting 
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desperately” were left without electrification in Mexico. “So, while we enjoy the 
beauty [of the Olympics],” Poniatowska claimed, “the most pressing needs of the 
poorest ones will remain without a solution.” Before he provided an elaborate 
explanation of the lighting requirements for the Olympic venues and the MOC’s 
plans to pay for their expense, Ramírez Vázquez responded succinctly, but in a 
telling, and perhaps unsurprisingly sexist tone: “This would be a great pitch for 
you, Elenita, to run for congress.”32 Ramírez Vázquez’s frustration was perhaps jus-
tified, because by the time he took part in this interview, he had been addressing 
similar questions concerning the social usefulness of sports venues for some time. 
Since its inception, the Olympic project engendered these kinds of questionings, 
even in the inner presidential circle. While the exhibitionist state’s commitment 
to the promotion of mass sports was consistent between the 1940s and 1960s, the 
added financial and political costs of the Olympics did bring about some measure 
of self-doubt. President Díaz Ordaz publicly admitted that he had entertained the 
possibility of backing out of the successful Olympic bid in October 1964 because 
of the projected high cost of hosting the Olympics in Mexico City. He also claimed 
that he had sought support among unionized labor and regional political leaders 
before fully committing to the enterprise.33

Before the Olympics, Ramírez Vázquez had already confronted public skep-
ticism about the social justification for mass sports venues in the context of the 
Aztec Stadium commission. The stadium’s history has been most closely studied as 
part of the biography of Emilio Azcárraga Jr., its patron and the heir to Telesistema 
Mexicano (which became Televisa in 1973), Mexico’s largest television corpora-
tion from the 1960s to the present day. Before discussing the specifics of the com-
mission, a discussion of this media conglomerate’s centrality to Mexican cultural 
politics during the “miracle” is in order, especially because Azcárraga never con-
cealed his sympathy for the PRI’s leadership. In the years leading up to Mexico 
’68, television rose to unprecedented popularity in Mexico. Omar Hernández and 
Emile McAnany suggest that through its prescriptive role as an arbiter of social 
norms and political behavior, television often served the economic and political 
goals of the state and its clientelist partners. Economically, television contributed 
decisively to naturalize a wide range of mass consumption behaviors; politically, 
it provided the state’s cultural apparatus with an especially powerful device of 
mass communication, where carefully staged, televised politics could essentially 
replace actual public challenges to the state’s authority. Television’s cultural impact 
was also highly significant, as members of the “miracle’s” intelligentsia such as 
Salvador Novo eventually had a significant television presence, which expanded 
their influence beyond the realm of newspapers, popular magazines, film, and 
radio.34 Television also played a key role in how episodes of political dissent were 
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presented to mass audiences. On the basis of a close analysis of Telesistema’s news-
casts about the October 2 massacre, Celeste González de Bustamante argues that 
television played a preeminent role in downplaying government intervention in 
the mass killings of protesting students, in demonizing these students, and in min-
imizing the scale of the casualties of the massacre as well as the large numbers of 
imprisoned protesters.35

The Aztec Stadium was produced specifically to maximize its patrons’ ability 
to profit from the growing market of televised sports, but it also provided a space 
where, aided by television’s expressive capacities, a mass sport could become a 
major cultural force. As such, this commission is not only significant vis-à-vis the 
later centrality of television to the design of Mexico ’68’s facilities. It also represents 
a major intersection between the mass-media industry’s political extensions and 
the practice of large-scale architecture in Mexico. In their biography of Azcárraga, 
Claudia Fernández and Andrew Paxman argue convincingly that the projected 
commercial success of the televised 1962 soccer World Cup, hosted at Santiago 
de Chile, was one of the primary motivations behind Azcárraga’s original idea to 
build a major sports venue. Several years before the event took place, the 1962 
Cup was predicted to prove highly profitable for advertisers, television, and soccer 
entrepreneurs, fueling Azcárraga’s interest in tapping into the then-incipient mar-
ket of televised soccer in Mexico. Azcárraga and his circle also had their sights set 
on having Mexico City host the 1970 World Cup and regarded the construction of 
the stadium as a potentially decisive factor in accomplishing that goal. In an aggres-
sive media campaign, they advanced the claim that if Mexico could show FIFA, 
the international governing body of the sport, that it had a stadium with a capacity 
equal to the largest world stadiums, the bid could succeed with ease.36 Since as 
early as 1958, Mexican soccer officials led by Guillermo Cañedo, owner of one of 
Mexico City’s largest teams, promoted this plan. Historian of sport Joseph Arbena 
shows that the early proposals to host the Olympics and the World Cup in Mexico 
were largely advanced as part of a common agenda, first by Azcárraga and other 
private entrepreneurs, and eventually by various government officials, during the 
late 1950s and early 1960s.37

In April 1960, Azcárraga, owner of the América soccer club, founded the 
Sociedad de Fútbol del Distrito Federal alongside the owners of teams Atlante and 
Necaxa. Although it is difficult to determine the real importance of the competi-
tion in deciding the design chosen for the Aztec Stadium, the Sociedad did invite 
architects Ramírez Vázquez and Mijares, Enrique de la Mora, and Félix Candela 
to submit projects for it.38 Aside from the stadium’s capacity—the largest ever 
planned for a sports facility in Mexico—the inclusion of a significant number of 
private viewing boxes, a first in any sports venue in Mexico, was an important 
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specification in the program for the stadium. This eventually became a decisive 
factor in determining the form of the projects submitted to the competition, and 
discussions of this feature of the stadium are telling with regard to the social divi-
sions that informed the project’s reception. Of the three projects submitted, those 
presented by the Ramírez Vázquez and Candela offices are most significant for the 
discussion at hand, as they prefigured aspects of their authors’ later involvement 
with the Olympics, and provide a sense of the high political stakes in the design of 
mass sports venues.

Candela developed his project, whose exterior was defined visually by an 
exposed frame of reinforced concrete, with architect Luis La Guette, and posi-
tioned the stadium grandstands as a cantilevered volume, with private viewing 
boxes hanging from its base (Figure 3.3). Discussing his project in Progressive 
Architecture, Candela made explicit reference to the ways in which his design rei-
fied the social stratification of soccer’s audiences in Mexico, asserting that the sta-
dium boxes had to be “completely separated from the rest of the public, even to 
the extent of having completely separate ingress and egress.” In Candela’s project, 
the grandstands rested on three rows of buttresses organized as inverted V shapes. 
At the base of the grandstands, which supported the weight of the boxes, a set of 
thicker, V-shaped piers was used. Inverted umbrellas made up of four hyperbolic 
paraboloid slabs also resting on inverted V-shaped beams covered the greater part 
of the grandstands. Candela claimed—not without a bit of hyperbole—that his sta-
dium had been envisioned with a capacity for one hundred and ten thousand peo-
ple. Although this number exceeded the ambitious figure of a hundred thousand 
set by the competition brief, the final, built stadium would eventually match it.39

The stadium project developed by Mijares at Ramírez Vázquez’s office was also 
defined by the exterior display of its structural features. Its thin and slightly curved 
vertical buttresses, made of pre-stressed concrete, were particularly visible (Figure 
3.4). Sixty-six altogether, the buttresses supported the stadium’s cantilevered 
grandstands, while eight concrete rings spanning the stadium’s circumference pro-
vided extra support. The treatment given to the private boxes in this project, also 
suspended underneath the main grandstands, was not strikingly different from the 
one Candela proposed. Indeed, as Mijares recalls, it was not a difference of design 
that swayed the private patrons in his and his partner’s favor. Instead, Ramírez 
Vázquez and Mijares, the former of whom had longer-standing personal ties with 
Azcárraga than any of the other architects involved in the competition for the sta-
dium, took greater care to ensure the television tycoon that the sale of the boxes 
could help finance the high cost of the commission, a hotly debated issue through-
out the development of the project.40 The fact that Miguel Ramírez Vázquez, the 
architect’s brother, was an original member of the Sociedad del Fútbol—he joined 
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the society on behalf of soccer team Necaxa, which 
he owned at the time—surely helped the firm’s cause 
as much as any of the firm’s specifications or promises 
of financial gain associated with the project. Ramírez 

Vázquez had acquired Necaxa from the Union of Electrical Workers, which owned 
the team until 1959, in what was a historically significant episode in the privatiza-
tion of mass sport in Mexico. The privately commissioned Aztec Stadium became 
something like a monument to this process.41

A significant precedent for the stadiums designed at the two Mexican offices 
was Rio de Janeiro’s Maracanã Stadium, designed in 1950 by a team led by archi-
tect Raphael Galvão, and to which the Aztec Stadium was often compared in 
its early days. For instance, an article published in the periodical Siempre! listed 
increased seating space among the features of the new stadium that made it supe-
rior to its Brazilian predecessor, noting that unlike at the Aztec Stadium, during 
any given game “at the Maracanã ‘standing’ viewers were abundant.”42 The world’s 
largest in its day, the Brazilian open-air stadium built with an exposed frame of 
reinforced concrete was influential in later soccer stadium building, not least 
because of its almost circular shape, which both teams of architects in Mexico 
adopted. Significantly larger than their Brazilian predecessor, the Mexican proj-
ects added to its blueprint fully exposed circulation systems of ramps. Neither of 

Figure 3.3. Félix Candela and Luis La Guette, 
project for a soccer stadium, 1960. Félix 
Candela Architectural Records and Papers, 
Avery Library, Columbia University, New 
York.
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the Mexican proposals included structural supports 
that could interrupt spectators’ ability to see the 
playing field from inside the arena. There was, how-
ever, one crucial difference between the two Mexican proposals. Ramírez Vázquez 
and Mijares’s project included an aluminum cover over the grandstands, which 
proved significantly cheaper than the inverted umbrellas of reinforced concrete 
that Candela proposed.

Although the roofing was not installed until ten months after the stadium’s 
inauguration in May 1966, it was included in the project from the start. The sta-
dium’s official publication stressed the cheaper and lighter nature of aluminum 
materials when compared to concrete. Had concrete been chosen for the roof, this 
would have required a supporting structure of “monstrous dimensions.” A concrete 
roof would have also proven hard to build high above the stadium’s upper reaches, 
“given that [construction] work would have had to be performed at a height greater 
than that of the [Mexico City] Cathedral’s towers, and fifty meters away from any 
point of significant support.”43 Labor, which was significant in determining the 
stadium’s cost, was also relevant in constructing the project’s public image. Ramírez 
Vázquez commissioned photographer Francisco Uribe, whom he would later assign 
as Mexico ’68’s official architectural photographer, to produce images of work on 
the stadium’s cover to distribute to the mass media. Uribe produced heroic images 

Figure 3.4. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Aztec Stadium, Mexico City, 1966. 
Archivo Ramírez Vázquez (ARV), Mexico City.



Figure 3.5. Francisco Uribe, untitled 
photograph, 1966. Archivo Ramírez Vázquez 
(ARV), Mexico City.
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of workers at the heights of the stadium structure. One of these images purpose-
fully disrupts the apparent scale between the laboring body of one of these work-
ers and the landscape around him, not least the snow-capped Popocatépetl volcano 
that he appears to dwarf (Figure 3.5). Alongside the Iztaccíhuatl, another volcano 
located in close proximity to it in the Valley of Mexico, the Popocatépetl was a pri-
mary component of a geography enshrined as central to Mexican national identity 
since the late nineteenth century. Representations of this geography also presented 
infrastructural interventions in it as symbolic of national progress.44 Inscribing a 
construction worker within this heroic landscape, Uribe’s image also presented 
labor, architecture, and mass sport as interrelated forces that engulfed the capital 
city’s peripheries together in the early 1960s.

Common to the discourse surrounding both Ramírez Vázquez’s and Candela’s 
projects was the need to assuage the social tensions that the project for a soccer 
stadium brought to the fore. These tensions stemmed primarily from the project’s 
origins as a private commission, a fact that differentiated it from previous projects 
for sports infrastructure, historically sponsored by the Mexican state. Some con-
sidered a project of such origins devoted to a sport of growing mass appeal suspect. 
For instance, in a letter sent to President López Mateos in August 1961 in which he 
urged the president to stop the stadium’s construction, a Rodolfo Godínez claimed 
that the commission would solidify an “unconstitutional” monopoly over soccer 
held by Ramírez Vázquez, Azcárraga, and José Manuel Núñez, the owner of the 
Atlante soccer team, which would add to Azcárraga’s already dangerous monopoly 
over radio and television. Godínez claimed that Azcárraga would profit illegally 
from the venture, as he would pass on its high construction cost to the buyers 
of boxes and to the future buyers of tickets, thus “robbing the people.” Godínez 
argued that because the future stadium’s private boxes were so much more lux-
urious than the many seats that the less privileged visitors to the stadium would 
occupy, the project also threatened to set a dangerous precedent by architecturally 
“establishing in a sports stadium the difference between classes,” providing radi-
cally different spaces for the “very rich” and the “very poor.”45

Ramírez Vázquez addressed concerns about the stadium’s elitist agenda in much 
the same way as he addressed later critiques of the Olympic project. In a 1964 
article, he and Mijares established the language through which the stadium con-
tinues to be understood, one that construes the entire scheme as a project with 
democratizing intentions despite its origins, largely the same rationale publicly 
espoused to promote such projects as the Nonoalco–Tlatelolco housing complex, 
or the Olympics as they approached. Stressing that soccer was a sport with broad 
class appeal, the architects claimed that the Aztec Stadium accomplished a “relative 
democratization with its spaces.” This was not exactly mirrored in the project’s 
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form, which was based on the clear separation of social classes in the spaces for the 
audience, a fact rendered most obvious by the importance afforded to the venue’s 
private viewing boxes.

A deep wedge spanning the circumference of the stadium’s grandstands, the 
boxes interrupted the social landscape of the stadium’s spaces for spectatorship. 
Ramírez Vázquez and Mijares construed this differentiation as part of the stadi-
um’s populist agenda: the venue would serve a socializing function, creating “sym-
pathy” among different social groups by compelling them to gather to witness a 
common spectacle.46 Other aspects of the stadium’s reception, not least the choice 
of the venue’s name, extended this populist agenda. The stadium’s title was decided 
after the project was in the works through a popular survey in which the “Aztec” 
name was favored overwhelmingly.47 Other mass-media accounts naturalized the 
class-based differentiation of viewing spaces in the stadium by presenting the rel-
ative advantages of each. “There will be seats to suit every taste,” one newspaper 
report claimed, “and an innovation will be present whereby the most shaded or 
preferred seats will be the seats the highest up, and naturally roofed over.” “The 
cheapest seats,” in turn, “will present the appeal of being the closest to the play-
ing field, as they will be very close to the grass.” Completing the stadium’s social 
map, “between each of these two will be the private viewing boxes, which will be 
extremely luxurious.”48

A popular history of the Aztec Stadium written in 2001 discusses the relation-
ships between space, vision, and class that the sports venue monumentalizes in 
much more transparent terms. “It is a fact,” the source claims, “that one of the most 
attractive features of the Aztec [Stadium] are its private viewing boxes. Most fans 
have no access to them, and therefore, what they hide is a mystery for the greater part 
of them.” For those who bought boxes, the experience of viewing the field from 
such spaces has long been “an unimaginable sensation,” a sublime experience of 
mass spectacle seemingly unmediated by the invisible hand of design: “a perfect 
view, thirty-eight meters away from the court and fourteen meters above it, with-
out the visual obstacle of beams or other fans.”49 This fascination with the Aztec 
Stadium’s most exclusive spaces goes back to the project’s inception. Archival pho-
tography registers this captivation. A May 1963 photograph of the model for the 
private boxes is particularly illuminating: it displays a set of French press envoys 
enthralled in contemplation of the model, which was exhibited permanently at the 
stadium’s promotion office, where its private viewing boxes were sold (Figure 3.6). 
All this attention notwithstanding, the sale of the private boxes was a problematic 
process that brought Azcárraga Jr. considerable financial malaise. The boxes did 
not sell particularly well, and this issue compromised the completion of the sta-
dium more than once.50
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The Aztec Stadium was the largest single proj-
ect of sports infrastructure with which Ramírez 
Vázquez’s office was ever involved, and its early his-
tory prefigures much of the controversy that would define the later Olympic cam-
paign. Although state-sponsored, the Olympics were no less suspect than the Aztec 
Stadium of not serving a socially inclusive social purpose, as Ramírez Vázquez’s 
interactions with the media indicate. The discourse used to promote both events 
attempted to construe their obvious exclusionary conception as part of a democ-
ratizing exercise, downplaying the financial and political gains that their patrons 
intended to draw from them, and emphasizing their populist imperatives instead. 
Yet, beyond the discourse that surrounded them, the Olympic project and the 
Aztec Stadium were connected in a more direct sense as well. While the stadium 
was not built originally as an Olympic venue, two events associated with Mexico 
’68 proved decisive in moving the project forward after the final design was chosen 
in December 1961. The first was Mexico’s own victorious bid to host the Olympics 
announced in October 1963, which, as Mijares recalls, went to some length in jus-
tifying a project of that scale in the public eye.51 The second took place at once very 
far and very close to home.

Like the 1962 Chile soccer World Cup, Tokyo 1964—the first Olympics trans-
mitted via satellite—had illuminated the economic potential for televised sports 

Figure 3.6. Press envoys examine model of 
Aztec Stadium’s private viewing boxes, 1963. 
Archivo Ramírez Vázquez (ARV), Mexico City.
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in Mexico, and it was also at Tokyo ’64 that FIFA declared Mexico the next World 
Cup host.52 U.S. engineer Harold Rosen developed the technology that allowed for 
Tokyo ’64’s televised transmission. Rosen’s Syncom III satellite famously became 
the first geostationary satellite to circle the Earth’s orbit and facilitate the live 
broadcasting of images.53 Azcárraga became so interested in the potential of this 
technology that he invited Rosen to Mexico in the fall of 1965. The tycoon intro-
duced Rosen to high-ranking Mexican officials, including President Díaz Ordaz, in 
an attempt to convince them that acquiring its own satellite to control television 
broadcasting would have immensely positive effects, not just commercial but geo-
political as well, for Mexico. Despite Azcárraga’s aggressive promotion of the plan 
to commission a national satellite, Mexican officials were not convinced.54

Connected to these stratospheric events, the stadium’s tangible impact on 
Mexico City’s fabric was also considerable on the ground. The construction works 
associated with the stadium brought along significant urbanization to the south-
eastern part of Mexico City (Figure 3.7). Situated at the intersection of the Calzada 
de Tlalpan and the Anillo Periférico, two major city arteries, the latter of which 
would soon come to be punctuated by Goeritz’s Route of Friendship, the stadium 
significantly expanded the southern boundaries of Mexico City, situating itself 
within the same general area as the future Olympic Village and the UNAM cam-
pus, and thus contributing significantly to the capital city’s expansion toward its 
then-rural boundaries. The stadium’s significant scale also altered the landscape of 
the Pedregal dramatically. Not only did the construction of the stadium entail the 
urbanization of a vast portion of this formerly rural landscape, but the presence of 
the sports venue, which became a magnet for crowds coming in from Mexico City’s 
various neighborhoods, stimulated the construction of connecting roads between 
the structure and the edges of the Mexican capital, fueling real-estate and other 
commercial urban investments in this area. As Construcción Mexicana announced, 
never before had a sports venue of the Aztec Stadium’s scale been built anywhere 
in the country, and the size of the venue alone rarefied the territorial distinctions 
between cities, states, and the new monuments that Mexico’s mid-twentieth-
century economic growth was producing. “At full capacity,” the report read, the 
stadium “is capable of containing the population of an important provincial city.”55

And yet, the Aztec Stadium’s size was only one of its groundbreaking features. 
Its construction mobilized unprecedented amounts of private capital and involved 
a vast number of technical professionals linked closely to the state’s patronage cir-
cles as well as to the corporate patronage of private sponsors, a first for the con-
struction of a large-scale sports facility in Mexico. It also monumentalized the 
alliance between television and its production of mass spectatorship, an emerging 
sport for mass consumption that would exert a powerful influence over Mexico’s 
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cultural landscape, and television’s production of 
mass publics, a central arena for hegemonic pro-
duction that helped sustain the single-party state’s 
authority. While the majority of the design process 
and construction of the stadium was negotiated behind closed doors between its 
architects and patrons, at least some contentious aspects of these processes became 
public. Most significantly, between 1965 and 1966, small landowners located near 
the stadium protested against the stadium’s expanding size, which encroached 
upon the arable lands of their small farms, or ejidos, and their demands were not 
fully attended to until the late 1990s, when certain monetary compensations and 
the provision of basic social services were offered to these ejidatarios. Here again, as 
in the case of the Coatlinchán monolith, countryside and city clashed in the middle 
of a political negotiation where biopolitical variables like basic services related to 
the ownership of land were central.56 The Aztec Stadium commission thus spurred 
debates concerning the divergent social and political agendas that a sports venue 
of this scale and complexity, and the mass-media apparatus that it was primarily 
built to serve, could accommodate. This large-scale operation was thus a genuine 
precedent for the Olympic organization, from which similar debates would come 
to the fore.

Figure 3.7. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez and Rafael 
Mijares, Aztec Stadium during construction, 
Mexico City, c. 1965–66. Archivo General de la 
Nación (AGN), Mexico City.
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“STADIOGRAPHIC” EVENTS AND A “NATIONALIST” LINEAGE
Despite the Aztec Stadium’s size and visibility in the years before the Olympics, 
the greatest symbolic burden brought along by the Olympics fell on an older 
building, the stadium at the UNAM University City (1953). Selected to host the 
opening and closing ceremonies as well the track competitions, the UNAM sta-
dium had to be adapted to the new demands placed upon it by the Olympics. The 
physical refurbishing of the building paralleled those of several other preexisting 
facilities in Mexico City. Appointed by the SOP, architects Treviño, Schroeder, 
and Nava Negrete were in charge of the process. In a press conference on January 
4, 1967, Ramírez Vázquez described a number of works of adaptation under way at 
the UNAM Stadium. “Lighting,” he said, “will be increased twofold, so as to facil-
itate the broadcasting of sports events on television.” “The electrical scoreboards 
have already been ordered; they shall be built in Hungary, and the timing will be 
done by Omega.” “All of this,” he concluded, “will remain to the benefit of sport in 
Mexico after the Games are over.”57

Significant Olympic events warranted all this work. An undated drawing found 
at Mexico City’s Archivo General de la Nación (AGN), presumably produced 
shortly before October 12, 1968, presents a blueprint for the most important of 
all Olympic events, the inauguration ceremony, celebrated on that date (Figure 
3.8). Traced carefully over a plan of the structure and its surroundings, the routes 
of President Díaz Ordaz, the Olympic torch, and its parade situate the UNAM 
Stadium at the center of intersecting spectacles of sports and politics. The drawing 
indicates that the Olympic torch carried by runner Enriqueta Basilio was to reach 
the stadium from the south, while a helicopter would deposit Díaz Ordaz at its 
back entrance. Highly schematic, the situation that the diagram’s meek lines delin-
eate could have hardly been more complicated.

A much-celebrated work of Mexican modernism, the UNAM Stadium was the 
most famous existing building used during Mexico ’68. From the standpoint of the 
MOC, the political climate in which the opening ceremony took place made the 
UNAM University City a particularly risky choice for a venue. Throughout 1968, 
but especially after the early summer, the university campus had been the cen-
ter of operations of the student protesters, and its schools had provided a setting 
for direct confrontations between police and students. Particularly after late July, 
when the police took over the first of several schools it would occupy—popularly 
known as the “Prepa” number 1—these confrontations intensified. On July 30, 
1968, university president Javier Barros famously denounced the police interven-
tion in a public speech, raising the Mexican flag at half-mast. For this highly sym-
bolic event, when the state problematically attempted to exercise its monopoly of 
violence, the University City’s famous buildings provided a dramatic backdrop.58 
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Amy Bass observes that the campus continued to be the site of confrontations 
through September, particularly after Díaz Ordaz publicly acknowledged the 
unrest and pledged to use force to stop it. This included an army intervention into 
the campus on September 18 that led to widespread arrests, and a violent confron-
tation between students and army members on September 24, which prefigured 
the violence of the October 2 massacre. Significantly, these actions responded to 
the possibility that protesters, especially members of the Comité Anti-Olímpico 
de Subversión (CAOS) would target the opening ceremony and attempt to inter-
rupt it.59

Government forces left the University City on October 1, hours before the mas-
sacre of the Plaza of the Three Cultures took place. While this event proved most 
traumatic before the Olympics, tensions between the government and the univer-
sity were evident months before, and had direct effects on the MOC’s plans. As 
part of the Cultural Olympiad, for instance, the MOC had planned art exhibitions 
for the Museo Universitario de Ciencias y Artes (MUCA) at the UNAM campus. 
However, the occupation of the campus by the police and the subsequent climate 
of protests led to their abrupt cancellation. Gastón García Cantú, director of the 
MUCA, described the situation in a letter sent to former Brussels pavilion archi-
tect and then MOC official Óscar Urrutia in early September 1968. García asked 
Urrutia to take back artifacts, already on loan at the university campus from var-
ious institutions, in order to guard their safety. The exhibitions would no longer 
take place, García wrote, “owing to circumstances known to all.”60 In apparent partial 
acknowledgment of these tense conditions, which were perceived to threaten the 
all-important opening ceremony, the AGN drawing cited above charts an alternate 
route for the Olympic torch’s entry into the UNAM Stadium.61 This route begins 

Figure 3.8. Blueprint for Mexico ’68 Opening 
Ceremony. Archivo General de la Nación 
(AGN), Mexico City.
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at the stadium’s east end, at the level of the grandstands, and climbs up to their 
upper limits before reaching its final destination in the stadium’s pebetero, or torch 
cauldron (Figure 3.8). The drawing thus indicates the degree to which the threat 
of public, potentially violent dissent was in no way peripheral to the design and 
political calculations of the MOC’s inner circle, despite what the MOC’s public 
pronouncements claimed. The AGN drawing instead provides a literal, concrete 
embodiment of the push and pull that defined this institution’s hegemonic claims, 
and also speaks to how the state’s exercise of violence shaped that political picture.62 
Embedded in the very texture of this private document is no less than an admission 
on the part of the MOC that the threat of dissent actually shaped Olympic event 
planning and design, not unlike the way the moving of the Coatlinchán monolith 
impacted the final shape of the National Museum of Anthropology.

While the occupation by the army was one of the most significant events in the 
political life of the UNAM campus, the Olympic Stadium had been imbricated 

with the politics of Mexican culture long before. 
Designed by architects Augusto Pérez Palacios, Raúl 
Salinas, and Jorge Bravo, the building’s mimetic rela-
tionship with the volcanic topography of El Pedregal 
was its most highly praised feature (Figure 3.9). 

Figure 3.9. Augusto Pérez Palacios, Raúl Salinas, 
and Jorge Bravo, UNAM Stadium, 1953. 
Photograph by Juán Guzmán. Colección Juan 
Guzmán, Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 
UNAM, Mexico City.
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Originally envisioned as a structure wholly of reinforced concrete similar to the 
Maracanã Stadium, a less expensive solution that took greater advantage of the 
local materials was eventually adopted. Volcanic stone was extracted from under-
neath the stadium’s site, and it was terraced to give shape to the perimeter walls and 
grandstands.63 The stadium’s shape thus came to resemble that of a volcanic crater. 
The building’s adaptation to its environment was constantly hailed in nationalist 
terms. In a 1952 presentation of the stadium, architect Carlos Lazo, the politically 
connected general manager of the UNAM campus project whose overall design 
was overseen by Mario Pani and Enrique del Moral, claimed that these character-
istics led it to be “an indisputably modern work that has a very strong Mexican 
flavor at the same time.” As such, the building had allowed Mexican architecture to 
depart from “the unfortunate influence of the colony, of porfirismo, and the neo-
colonialist Frenchified Mexican style of the last few years, as well as the attempt 
to import forms from . . . international fairs in order to build or to interpret local 
problems with foreign ideas or solutions.”64

Yet, it was not only its construction method that made the stadium one of the 
most emblematic monuments of official Mexican culture. Commissioned by the 
SOP, Diego Rivera produced a mural of volcanic rock and ceramic panels for the 
building’s main facade on Insurgentes Avenue. The central portion of the mural, 
titled Family, Sports, and the University in Mexico, is titled The Child of Peace and is 
composed of images of a condor and an eagle hovering over three figures flanked 
by a male and female athlete lighting the Olympic flame, whose hands meet as they 
caress a mestizo child, handing to him a white dove (Figure 3.10).65 Below them 
lies the feathered serpent, symbol of the cult of sacred warfare in ancient central 
Mexico. The mural engages the postrevolutionary doctrine that enshrined mass 
sports as crucial elements in public education: their bodies civilized by sport, the 
union of male and female athlete produces as its offspring an ideal subject of the 
modern Mexican state.

Just as significant as the UNAM Stadium’s form was the lineage to which it 
became inscribed. The UNAM Stadium took the place within Mexico City’s 
fabric that an older National Stadium, demolished in 1949 to give way to Mario 
Pani’s Presidente Juárez housing project (1952), had occupied. The older stadium 
had a particularly rich political history of its own, a brief discussion of which is 
relevant here. Secretary of Education José Vasconcelos commissioned architect 
José Villagrán to design the structure, which was finished in 1924, the last year 
of Vasconcelos’s tenure. Rubén Gallo claims that Villagrán’s stadium came clos-
est to embodying the kind of civilizing monument of public indoctrination that 
Vasconcelos believed would help produce a “new” Mexico.66 In La raza cósmica, 
Vasconcelos envisioned a utopian future for Mexico where previously unruly 
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masses, organized and civilized by mass rituals, would 
lead the way.67 Villagrán’s stadium served as the pri-
mary venue for rituals intended to create social cohe-
sion under the banner of a shared cultural identity, 
and, like its successor at the UNAM, in addition to 

sports events it hosted presidential inaugurations as well as visits by foreign pres-
idents and high-ranking foreign officials. Before the Aztec Stadium rendered 
monumental the intersection between PRI-friendly politics, mass-media capitalist 
investment, and soccer as a sport of mass consumption, the UNAM Stadium had 
operated as the primary architectural hub for highly charged dialogues among sim-
ilar forces.

In the years leading up to the Olympics, the UNAM Stadium’s condition as 
a venue for mass national rituals, and its perceived relationship to Vasconcelos’s 
legacy, were promoted in more aggressive ways than ever before. For instance, 
in a text published in 1964, architect Jorge Bravo claimed that although “noth-
ing was lost with the destruction of [Villagrán’s] stadium,” there was no doubt 
that its true author was not Villagrán but “Vasconcelos himself,” and that it was 
Vasconcelos’s legacy that his own UNAM Stadium honored above all.68 Bravo’s text 
was published as part of a historical survey of Mexico’s sports architecture, the 
main point of which was to present the Olympics as the climax of a long contin-
uum of “national,” “Mexican” innovations in the field stretching as far back as the 

Figure 3.10. Eduardo Terrazas, Olympic 
Cauldron (1968), next to Diego Rivera’s mural 
The Child of Peace (1952), at the UNAM 
Stadium, Mexico City. Courtesy of Eduardo 
Terrazas.
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pre-Hispanic period. Bravo’s discussion of his own work as part of this mythical 
trajectory was self-serving, allowing the architect to inscribe himself within an 
imagined national trajectory of sports architecture.

Spectacles produced at Mexico ’68 perpetuated this narrative through what 
Gallo describes as “stadiographic” events. These events, he claims, are not limited 
to the actual physical boundaries of stadiums where masses gather to witness sports, 
political rallies, or other public rituals. Disseminated broadly through the mass 
media, the powers of persuasion of these events reach far beyond architecture’s 
physical limits, with stadiums operating as mass media in and of themselves.69 As 
such, these events involve the two overlapping audiences that, as seen at the begin-
ning of this chapter, Ramírez Vázquez claimed the 1968 Olympics would reach and 
influence, and involve the architectural production as well as the political perfor-
mance of the Aztec and UNAM stadiums.

Perhaps the most significant single stadiographic event of Mexico ’68 was the 
arrival of the Olympic torch at the UNAM Stadium for the inauguration cere-
mony of the games. Eduardo Terrazas, responsible for the radiating patterns 
painted on the stadium’s pavement, also designed the cauldron for the torch upon 
its arrival at the stadium. A flat, golden plate situated at the top of the stadium’s 
north grandstands, the artifact was reached through a concrete stairwell painted in 
bright red, with light pink bands flanking it on either side (Figure 3.10). The caul-
dron granted new currency to the stadium’s preexisting iconography, especially to 
Rivera’s mural. The flaming object was placed directly above the meeting point 
of the male and female athletes in the mural, who ignite the Olympic torch above 
the family bearing the mestizo child. As seen from the stadium’s urban facade on 
Insurgentes Avenue, one of Mexico City’s busiest avenues, and the primary thor-
oughfare connecting the UNAM campus to the city center in the 1960s, the flame 
thus provided a glorious culmination to the mural’s powerful imagery at a site of 
high urban visibility. Of course, the movement of the Olympic torch in Mexico 
did more than activate this artwork. Great symbolic value was also attached to the 
torch’s carrier, Enriqueta Basilio, who was the first woman to hold such an honor in 
Olympic history. As Eric Zolov suggests, including a woman in this role expanded 
upon the MOC’s desire to project an image of gender tolerance to the world, coun-
tering prevalent associations of Mexican normative culture with machismo.70

Just as important as the receptacle or the carrier was the trajectory of the torch, 
whose journey to Mexico City was part of a set of carefully planned international 
events. October 12, selected as the opening date for the Olympics, officially com-
memorates Columbus’s “discovery” of the New World in 1492.71 This choice fit 
within the rhetoric of “rediscovery” of Mexico that defined the MOC’s promo-
tion of the games, as well as the discourse of the propaganda pavilions produced in 
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the decade preceding the Olympics, which similarly emphasized Mexico’s exotic 
aspects and invited foreign tourists and investors to discover them anew. Writing 
to an official in the port of Veracruz, Enrique Aguirre, an MOC official in charge 
of the torch’s transcontinental passage, explained that its route would replicate 
Columbus’s mythical journey, stop by stop. Its movement across continents, Old 
and New Worlds, would thus “commemorate two unforgettable dates, the discov-
ery of America and the first Olympic Games hosted by Mexico in Latin America.” 
After leaving Greece and passing through Genoa, “the birthplace of the illustrious 
Christopher Columbus,” the torch would traverse Spain, leaving Puerto de Palos in 
the province of Huelva, as Columbus had, and arrive first in the Bahamas, finally 
entering Mexico via Veracruz. Because of its continental magnitude and visibility 
in the world media, the passage of the Olympic torch was to be regarded “as a 
grand opportunity that [Mexico] provides to every Spanish-speaking country.”72

The torch’s passage would leave some permanent imprints on this New World 
landscape. One of these was an Olympic monument built, so the MOC claimed, 
at the exact point of Columbus’s reported first sighting of the New World, at the 
island of San Salvador, off of the Bahamas (Figure 3.11).73 The monument con-
sisted of a sequence of spiraling, gently sloping platforms that culminated with 
the replica of a brazier excavated at Tlatelolco, the site of the Plaza of the Three 
Cultures. This brazier was intended to house a permanent Olympic flame, which 
would not only commemorate Mexico’s Olympic torch, but would also deposit 
the copy of an Aztec archaeological artifact in a central American site, inscribing 
Mexico’s “national” presence beyond national borders. This Olympic monument 
thus operated in a similar way as the movement of Olmec heads and other mon-
umental pre-Columbian artworks and their replicas in world’s fairs pavilions and 
traveling art shows, which left imprints of Mexico’s official culture, “real” as well as 
“virtual,” wherever they landed. Like the movement of these Olmec heads, the pas-
sage of the Olympic torch through this and all other New World territories was a 
process monitored closely by cameras of all types, and one that mobilized geopolit-
ical forces across national borders. In fact, the entire journey of the torch, starting 
in Greece, was documented in film, and a selection of this material was featured in 
Alberto Isaac’s Olimpíada en México (1968), the official promotional film for Mexico 
’68. Cameraman Benito Pliego was assigned the task of documenting the trajectory 
of the Olympic torch. As described by the executive producer of Isaac’s film, the 
cameraman’s task consisted of “record[ing] in 16mm film whatever is interesting in 
the Olympic Torch’s route . . . even during its trips in the Spanish Navy’s Corbeta 
[or battleship] and the ship of the Mexican Navy.” Pliego’s material was not merely 
produced for the official Olympic film, as he was “instructed to send [the MOC], if 
possible on a daily basis, and via the fastest air route, the exposed and undeveloped 
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16mm negative, so that after it is processed and cop-
ied, we can deliver it to our television stations to keep 
a constant stream of information.”74 The Olympic 
torch’s journey was ostensibly the intended theme of 
all these processes of visual documentation, but the project was also envisioned in 
an interestingly self-reflexive manner. In a striking “Independent Note” to the 
film’s script, Alberto Isaac wrote: “Let’s pursue the possibility of the idea of the film 
within the film. Camera filming another camera filming the torch.”75

While Isaac’s official work plants Olimpíada en México firmly in the trajectory of 
Olympic propaganda films like Leni Riefenstahl’s classic Olympia (1938), produced 
to promote the 1936 Summer Olympics in Berlin, the film’s self-reflexivity also 
ties it to developments in experimental film of the late 1960s, where this condition 
became a significant narrative and structural resource.76 The more specific produc-
tion conditions of Olimpíada en México speak to the interest on the part of its mak-
ers with the film’s transmutability across media, specifically its ability to occupy the 
discursive space of television, the primary medium that defined Mexico ’68’s pro-
motion and production, and had begun to decisively shape the design of facilities 
for mass sports in the case of the Aztec Stadium commission. Yet, inseparable from 
its virtual migration across media was Isaac’s film’s more concrete participation in 
the torch’s political journey. Before arriving at the UNAM Stadium, the Olympic 
torch was to make a stop of great symbolic importance. As the Spanish magazine 
El Mundo Deportivo reported in an interview with Ramírez Vázquez, on the eve 
of the Olympic inauguration ceremony the fire would arrive at the ancient city of 

Figure 3.11. Mexican Olympic Committee, 
Olympic Monument on the Island of San 
Salvador, 1968. Noticiero Olímpico.
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Teotihuacán, located about fifty kilometers northeast of Mexico City, wherein “a 
ceremony of reception of the torch will be held at the site’s central ritual precinct, 
the ‘Ciudadela’ and the ‘Temple of Quetzalcoatl.’” “The spectacle,” the article 
claimed, “will be a large-scale ballet, with nearly a thousand participating dancers, 
inspired by the ancient pre-Hispanic tradition of the periodical renovation of the 
‘New Fire’”:

This ceremony in pre-Hispanic times was celebrated during every fifty-two-year 
cycle, as it was believed that at the end of that period of time humankind would 
end. The last cycle, at sunset, would call for lights in all households to be turned 
off, most objects and material possessions would be discarded, and the dawn of the 
new day was awaited. The new sunrise symbolized the renovation of humankind 
and ensured its existence for the next fifty-two years. This event was celebrated by 
lighting a “New Fire,” a ceremony that took place for the last time during Aztec 
times, in 1507.77

Long before the Olympics, Teotihuacán was one of the sites through which the 
Mexican state had promoted national culture in world’s fair displays and other exhi-
bitions, as well as at such institutional venues as the MNA, where a room devoted 
to Teotihuacán rivaled the Aztec room in size and prominence. The ancient site of 
Teotihuacán was enshrined as an official monument during the Porfiriato, and this 
was one of the locations where the centennial of Mexican independence was cel-
ebrated in September 1910.78 The elaborate Olympic performance at Teotihuacán 
thus produced simulacra of not just an Aztec celebration, but perhaps more pre-
sciently, of the many modern-day reinventions of this Mesoamerican site and its 
associated mass events. Moreover, if taking possession of the Tlaloc monolith in 
1964 was a gesture intended to endow the single-party state with talismanic powers 
aimed at controlling the management of water, the Teotihuacán spectacle empha-
sized the state’s alleged ability to “start” and “end” time itself.

Amalia Hernández, founder and director of Mexico’s Folkloric Ballet, and cho-
reographer Julio Prieto, a collaborator of Ramírez Vázquez’s in the design of the 
MNA as well as the earlier Chapultepec Gallery, staged this performance. Like 
the museums and exhibitions of the period, the Ballet was central to the construc-
tion of Mexico’s international image during the “miracle.” As ethnomusicologist 
Sydney Hutchinson argues, the Ballet’s close association with state-sponsored cul-
tural production in Mexico can be dated back to 1958, when the company was 
asked to complete a theatrical tour of North America by the Mexican department 
of tourism.79 By the late 1960s, the Ballet had become so associated with the offi-
cial cultural apparatus of Mexico that formal requests for its performance were 
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as commonly received at the Ballet’s own offices as they were at the secretariat 
of foreign affairs, a government agency with which, on paper, the dance troupe 
shared no official ties. Like the physical site of Teotihuacán, the Ballet had also 
become a prominent tourist attraction in Mexico City by that time, boasting an 
elaborate headquarters designed by Agustín Hernández, the brother of Amalia 
Hernández and the architect of Mexico’s Expo ’70 pavilion.80 For example, a 
January 1968 article published in Guatemalan newspaper Impacto discussed the 
Ballet’s tourist appeal in telling terms: “Alongside visits to Mexican museums, 
those of Anthropology, Modern Art, History, Popular Arts, and others, seeing the 
Ballet perform is obligatory for every visitor to Mexico.” “This is so much the 
case,” the article claimed, “that none of the numerous foreign heads of state who 
have visited Mexico in the last few years have failed to admire it during their short 
official stays.”81

The imagery associated with the Ballet’s Teotihuacán performance grew 
directly out of the visual, spatial, and dramatic repertoire that Ramírez Vázquez 
and his circle had articulated in the decade before the Olympics, and which, as 
discussed in preceding chapters, also had deeper roots in the official visual cul-
tures of the Porfiriato and the immediate postrevolutionary years. In all of the 
world’s fairs of the “miracle,” moreover, dance performances had been presented 
as emblematic of the fluidity and hybridity of Mexico’s official identity, as a 
domain of culture where social, ethnic, and cultural divisions were harmoniously 
negotiated. The Teotihuacán performance was no different. Dressed in colorful 
“folkloric” attires from Mexico’s diverse regions, the Ballet’s dancers performed 
as Enriqueta Basilio made her way across the Avenue of the Dead, Teotihuacán’s 
ceremonial avenue, and up the stone stairs of the Pyramid of the Moon, where she 
lit a ceremonial flame with the Olympic torch. The dancers performed as a poem 
attributed to Nezahualcoyotl (1402–72), ruler of the city-state of Texcoco, part of 
the Aztec triad alongside Tenochtitlán and Tlatelolco before the Conquest, reso-
nated in the voices of Salvador Novo, who recited it in nahuatl language and in 
French, actor Raúl Dantés, who recited it in Spanish, and Noel Lindsay, translator 
of Novo’s 1967 edition of New Mexican Grandeur, who recited it in English.82 In its 
mass-mediated incarnation, the Teotihuacán performance literally extended into 
the UNAM Stadium, where Basilio arrived the following day to light Terrazas’s 
Olympic cauldron. In Isaac’s Olimpíada en México, the two temporally and spatially 
distanced events are rendered part of a seamless, heroic sequence. The Olympic 
redesign of the UNAM Stadium’s spaces was geared specifically to facilitate this 
mass-mediated dialogue, blurring the boundaries between the venue’s physical 
spaces and the film’s representation of them. Related in its color scheme to the rest 
of the Olympic graphic campaign, Terrazas’s torch receptacle at the stadium was 
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also modeled directly after the ceremonial staircase of the Pyramid of the Moon. 
The receptacle’s modern form thus contained the tense duality between “old” and 
“new” objects, spaces and events that the Teotihuacán performance rendered spec-
tacular. Remote spectators watching the opening of the Olympics on television or 
film were meant to witness the relationship between ancient and modern archi-
tectures as a continuous one. In an elaborate operation of montage, monuments, 
modern and ancient, would come to inhabit a common media texture of seemingly 
undifferentiated forms, temporalities, and imaginations.

TECHNO-FOLKLORE
The dialogues between sports and mass media in which the Aztec and UNAM 
stadiums participated originated before the Olympics, but in both cases these dia-
logues were redefined by the symbolic demands of the Olympic celebrations. The 
UNAM Stadium’s Olympic reactivation entailed a tense and dynamic fusion of 
“old” and “new” Mexican architectures and spaces. At first glance, these gestures 
do not seem to share much with the apparent abandonment of folkloric tropes 
that defined the iconography of the Olympic infrastructure built specifically for 
Mexico ’68, especially of Candela’s Sports Palace and Manuel Rosen’s Olympic Pool 
and Gymnasium. As discussed earlier, Lamberto Álvarez criticized the formal lan-
guage of Mexico ’68’s new infrastructure for not being “Mexican” enough. Other 
critics further problematized the relationship between architecture and identity. 
Architect Alberto González Pozo published the most significant essay about the 
relationship between the old and new generations of Olympic buildings in an 
MOC-sponsored issue of the journal Artes de México devoted to the Olympic cam-
paign. In his lengthy article, González compared this campaign to the construction 
of the UNAM University City fifteen years earlier. He claimed that just as in the 
early 1950s the production of the numerous and diverse buildings of the City had 
compelled Mexican architects to assess Mexico’s position vis-à-vis the advances of 
architectural modernism worldwide, 1968 offered them an opportunity to think 
about the country’s position in this trajectory yet again, despite the fact that “[n]ot 
all the Olympic buildings are new, and not all the new buildings were specially 
built for the Olympics.” Despite the similarities between these two scenarios, there 
were also significant differences between them. González claimed that interna-
tional advances in building technology had given rise, between the early 1950s and 
late 1960s, to “environmental design,” a field that “comprises the scientific control 
of lighting, heat, humidity, sound, communication, circulation, and, in general, all 
the functions that render comfortable and useful the architectural microclimate.” 
His comparison of the programs of the UNAM Stadium and those of the Sports 
Palace and Olympic swimming pool registers this transformation:
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[At the UNAM Stadium] there are few areas or rooms that are not simply those 
of the scene of the competition, (the sports field) and those for the public 
attending . . . , [whereas in the Sports Palace and Pool] there probably is a greater 
proportion of areas assigned to annexed locals and services: more dressing rooms, 
more training spaces, more places for journalists, more cabinets for radio and TV, 
more offices, more special boxes, more parking lots, more entrances and controls 
of all kinds, more engine and installation rooms, more pipelines, guts and visceras 
of a real living organism.83

In discussing these transformations in the programs of sports facilities, González 
points to several of the changes this chapter has analyzed so far. He singles out the 
impact of growing class distinctions, the magnified public visibility and consump-
tion of sports, and the heightened presence of architecture within mass-media net-
works. In particular, he dwells on the growing importance of media as a part of 
the programs of sports infrastructure, a phenomenon by no means exclusive to 
Mexico, but certainly still novel at the time he wrote his essay. Indeed, buildings 
had not internalized the technological apparatus of the mass media in Mexico to 
this extent before the late 1960s. González also saw a clear “technological empha-
sis” in Mexico’s new Olympic architecture not merely on a level of function or 
construction techniques, but also in terms of this architecture’s formal language, 
and, like Álvarez Gayou, he had mixed feelings about this emphasis. Invoking 
Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man (1964), González wondered if the imagery 
of Mexico’s Olympic buildings resulted from passive adaptation to the demands 
of the technological establishment that Marcuse critiques.84 González argued that 
such recent buildings as Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic dome that housed the 
United States Pavilion and Frei Otto’s pneumatic roof covers built to enclose the 
German Pavilion for Expo ’67 in Montreal were notorious examples of such adap-
tation (Figure 3.12). Not functional by any means, these exhibition spaces aesthet-
icized the imagery of the first world’s industrial might. González hence thought it 
was not surprising that “the two more important Olympic buildings that will be 
inaugurated [in Mexico] are . . . a dome and two hanging roofs,” and questioned 
whether the designs for Candela’s Sports Palace and Manuel Rosen’s Olympic Pool 
and Gymnasium were merely derivative echoes of Expo ’67’s aestheticization of 
technological forms, produced at an “underdeveloped” architectural event.85

González seemed relatively unconcerned with the more direct models for 
Rosen’s Gymnasium and Pool and Candela’s Sports Palace: two sports facilities 
built for the Tokyo and Rome Olympics. Rosen’s Gymnasium and Pool were 
clearly designed to emulate Kenzo Tange’s National Gymnasium complex, built 
at Yoyogi Sports Park in Tokyo in 1964 (Figures 3.13 and 3.14).86 Tange’s complex 
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was made up of two annexed facilities, a larger swim-
ming and diving pool and a smaller arena used for 
Olympic basketball. The highly sculptural curving 
slope of its two-part roof defined the pool’s exterior. 

Seen from the outside, the larger building was defined by the interaction between 
two interlocking swirling forms. The effect was caused by the curvature of two 
lightweight sloping steel roofs, anchored together by concrete pillars. The smaller 
building’s curving roof, also defined by a catenary curve, was anchored around a 
single mast. Rosen’s project heightened the play of its double catenary from the 
beginning sketches for the project, which directly echoed the most famous photo-
graphs of the interior of Tange’s pool. At the level of program, the combination of 
gymnasium and pool at Rosen’s project was also modeled directly after Tange’s.87

In turn, the most significant precedent for Candela’s dome was Pier Luigi 
Nervi and Annibale Vitellozzi’s Palazetto of Sports for Rome 1960. With architect 
Marcello Piacentini, Nervi had also designed the Palazzo dello Sport for the same 
event (Figure 3.15). Like Candela’s structure, the Palazzetto was intended to host 
a variety of sports events. Built fully of reinforced concrete, it was anchored to the 
ground by thirty-six piers of precast concrete supporting a shallow dome.88 Candela 
took his structural cues for the Sports Palace, whose flattened dome superstructure 
rested on very similar piers, directly from Nervi’s project. The interplay of criss-
crossing, thin ribs leading up to a compression ring at the very center of the dome, 

Figure 3.12. Richard Buckminster Fuller 
and Cambridge Seven Associates, United 
States Pavilion, Expo ’67, Montreal. Postcard. 
Author’s collection.



Figure 3.13. Manuel Rosen, Olympic 
Gymnasium and Pool, Mexico City, 1968, 
rendering. Noticiero Olímpico.

Figure 3.14. Kenzo Tange, Olympic 
Gymnasium and Pool, Tokyo, 1964, interior. 
Photograph by Nathan Vanderlaan.
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which itself led to a lantern with clerestory windows, 
defined the Palazzetto’s interior. Candela’s Palace 
essentially replicated this setup, but introduced vari-

ations of hyperbolic paraboloid forms throughout the ceiling.
González likely elided these precedents because he was concerned with more 

than establishing formal and programmatic parallels between Olympic buildings. 
He argued that while in conversation with international architectural develop-
ments, Candela and Rosen’s buildings took critical distance from them. The differ-
ences between the Mexican and non-Mexican works of architecture of this period 
were crucial, particularly in the case of Candela. Candela’s dome was not a geo-
desic dome, but “a network dome.” The Sports Palace was “a sphere segment . . . 
‘subdivided’ by crossing it in two directions by meridians that converge in four 
poles out of the same segment.” “The geodesic domes patented by Fuller,” on the 
other hand, “[were] based [on] the mutation of an icosahedron formed by twenty 
equilateral triangles.” Fuller’s forms, which he produced by “exploding” the icosa-
hedron over the surface of a sphere, could hence be expanded indefinitely, and the 
basic formal principle of Fuller’s structure was thus defined by the logic of Fordist 
mass production.

In distinguishing Candela from this paradigm for the production of architec-
ture, González invoked narratives about the architect that characterized his way 

Figure 3.15. Pier Luigi Nervi, Palazzetto of 
Sports. Courtesy of Jean-Louis Cohen.
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of building as uniquely Mexican on materialist grounds. “Candela’s dome, does 
it suffer a demerit because it is not susceptible to being industrialized? Evidently 
not, and its differences with Fuller’s space-structures rather underline [the Sports 
Palace’s] brightness.” González claimed that Candela had “neglected” domes 
during the two decades before the Sports Palace construction, building cheap and 
thin concrete shells in ways that took “full advantage of a certain equilibrium that 
existed . . . in the building market.”89 This equilibrium was established by the con-
ditions of Mexico’s “miracle”: “a demand for light and economic structures for 
relatively big open spaces . . . , a relative availability of basic materials such as con-
crete and its aggregates . . . and above all, a cheap manpower, which plays a very import-
ant role in the low cost that is attained with this type of warping surfaces.” This Candela 
had done, while “Fuller has multiplied his patented geodesic domes . . . with the 
resources of a superdeveloped country.”90

As González pointed out, wooden domes existed in Mexico. Left out of his dis-
cussion of the politics of the geodesic dome was the existence among Mexico’s 
Olympic buildings of at least one such structure modeled directly after Fuller’s 
designs: the greenhouse at the Oaxtepec Center in Morelos, forty miles outside 
of Mexico City, which hosted athletes in a lower-altitude environment than the 
capital city during the Olympics. Built in 1965, the dome made of an aluminum 
structure and a plastic skin was not among the most publicized Olympic structures 
in Mexico, but was certainly not ignored, as it was the first structure of its kind 
built in the country.91 Fuller’s ideas may have had some currency in design circles 
in Mexico City, not least due to his intervention at the Sixth World Congress of 
the International Union of Architects (UIA), celebrated there in 1963.92 Most sur-
prisingly absent from González’s discussion, however, was Mexico’s own contribu-
tion to Expo ’67, a building that positioned the hyperbolic paraboloid at the center 
of an official Mexican cultural display and articulated a sophisticated response to 
the building technologies that the Expo rendered spectacular. As seen in chapter 
1, this pavilion simultaneously shed light on Mexico’s underdeveloped construc-
tion industry and praised the cultural specificity of the country’s “intricate roof-
ing traditions” as defined by the usage of the hyperbolic paraboloid. In defending 
Candela’s “Mexican” forms and construction techniques, González echoed the 
argument that this pavilion made, enshrining Candela’s usage of the hyperbolic 
paraboloid as the most significant architectural gesture of Mexico ’68. But was 
there any actual correlation between these arguments and Candela’s contribution 
to Mexico ’68? As we shall see, Candela’s Sports Palace certainly negotiated some 
of the symbolic burdens that these arguments addressed, if not exactly in the most 
obvious ways.
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AN OLYMPIC LANDMARK
By the time his Olympic commission came about, Félix Candela’s celebrity sta-
tus was well established. Numerous publications had added to his fame over the 
years, and Candela himself had been deft, since the mid-1950s, at describing 
his methods of calculation and construction in matter-of-fact terms as different 
from those of architects as they were distinct from the language of engineers.93 A 
June 1968 spread in Holiday magazine, published in the United States, that pro-
moted Mexico’s tourist attractions to popular audiences speaks to Candela’s mass-
media appeal. The spread includes such Mexican personalities as Rufino Tamayo, 
Salvador Novo, Amália Hernández, and film star María Félix, and features Candela 
as a “builder” underneath the naked steel ceiling of his unfinished Sports Palace, 
the boundaries between the architect and his Olympic monument in the works 
rendered ever ambiguous.

Candela’s prominent participation in the Olympics is partly explained by his 
long-standing ties with Ramírez Vázquez, with whom he collaborated in the con-
struction of a set of markets in Mexico City in the late 1950s.94 Yet his participation 
in the Olympics exceeded the realm of architecture, and the less visible role he 
played in the course of Olympic organizational efforts gives us a sense of his more 
expansive prestige. With a great deal of effort, Candela managed to secure the loan 
of Pablo Picasso’s Guernica (1937), then at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, to 
the Mexican Olympic Committee, a highly symbolic gesture intended to bolster 
Mexico’s humanist claims to peacefulness. Famously portraying the horrors of the 
Nazi bombing of the Spanish village after which the painting is titled, Picasso’s 
work represents events equally significant to the histories of the Second World 
War and of the Spanish Civil War. The latter conflict had precipitated the exodus 
of Candela and other fellow Spaniards to many parts of the world, prominently to 
Mexico. Having first contacted Picasso in March 1968 to little avail, Candela had 
afterward negotiated the loan with officials at the Museum of Modern Art and the 
Metropolitan Museum in New York. Early in October, as the work’s shipment to 
Mexico was already in the works and with visible signs of increasing violence in 
Mexico City, a distressed Candela, who denounced the political violence of the 
October 2 massacre, and whose daughters took part in multiple student protests, 
wrote to Arthur Rosenblatt, curator at the Metropolitan, canceling the loan. In 
his letter, Candela offered his apologies for months of negotiations, informing 
Rosenblatt that “the [Mexican] authorities did not consider opportune the exhibi-
tion of the ‘Guernica’ under the disgusting political circumstances.”95

Although Candela’s role as a cultural broker had mixed results, his architec-
tural intervention in the Olympic context was more successful, becoming the 
most officially promoted of Mexico ’68’s venues. As such, Candela was placed in a 
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compromised position similar to that of many of his fellow architects and intellec-
tuals, whose work was sponsored by the single-party state whose actions they often 
critiqued. While the Sports Palace was in the works, the Carta Olímpica, published 
by the MOC as an official periodical, claimed that it was “certain” that the Palace 
would be regarded as “the symbol of the 1968 Games.”96 On account of its distinctive 
form, the Palace required little help to become memorable. Although it was not 
accurate about what kind of dome the Palace was, Artes de México best summed up 
the ways in which the structure generated meaning by combining technological 
spectacle and monumental scale:

Automobile drivers who use the eastern part of the Miguel Alemán Speedway in 
Mexico City do not need to be told the location of the Sports Palace [because] the 
building is its own signpost with its enormous geodesic dome studded with 121 copper-
sheathed points.97

Candela never held sole authorship of the Sports Palace, although the struc-
ture is often attributed exclusively to him. In a 2008 monograph about Candela, 
Enrique de Anda provides a problematic summary of Candela’s design process for 
the Palace by citing this phrase by the architect: “One night I just went home and 
sketched out the structure exactly the way it was built later, without any doubts in 
my mind about it.”98 To say the least, this was a curious claim for Candela to make, 
particularly given the zealousness with which he defended Castañeda and Peyrí’s 
authorship against the tendency to attribute the Sport Palace’s design solely to 
him when the project first began to receive media coverage.99 Candela’s coauthors 
also discussed the issue of the Palace’s collective authorship with the media. In an 
August 1966 interview, for instance, Enrique Castañeda argued that, for a project 
of that magnitude it was logical for a team of three architects to have been chosen, 
because it would be “all but impossible for a single architect to have the adequate 
focus necessary to deal with each of the [Palace’s] aspects of function, beauty, and 
security.”100

Throughout his career, Candela had grappled with the issue of authorship, hav-
ing often participated as a structural designer in collaboration with architects in 
the various works for which he became famous, in part because of his lack of an 
architectural license, a result of his foreign education and lack of accreditation in 
Mexico. Even when listed as a consultant subordinate to such architects, however, 
Candela garnered praise for the structural sophistication of these works, and he usu-
ally overshadowed the “official” creators of these buildings. Increasingly, Candela 
overshadowed his peers, specifically on account of his use of paraboloid forms. In 
his discussions of the “hypar” during the 1950s and 1960s, Candela consistently 
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presented it as a structural element specifically suited to the cultural and economic 
climate of the Mexican “miracle,” echoing González Pozo’s argument in his essay 
about Mexico ’68’s architecture and the usage of this form in an official capacity at 
Mexico’s pavilion at Expo ’67. Candela’s attempts to “Mexicanize” his own prac-
tice started long before the Olympics. In an October 1960 interview, for example, 
he presented the 1955 “hypar” vaulting of the Mexico City stock exchange build-
ing as the point of origin of a uniquely Mexican architectural lineage. Enrique de 
la Mora designed this structure with Fernando López Carmona, while Candela 
produced structural calculations for it.101 Candela continued to position himself 
as the torchbearer of the “hypar’s” Mexican evolution in the years to follow, most 
aggressively in the months leading up to Mexico ’68. In a June 1968 interview, for 
instance, he claimed that he “did not invent” this structural form, whose “theoret-
ical development began in France in the 1930s.” Although in France only “four or 
five examples were built,” however, by the 1960s these same forms were visible “in 
any gas station in Mexico.” “In France, bureaucratic organization was opposed to 
this kind of construction,” while in Mexico “it could prosper thanks to the climate of 
freedom that prevails.”102

The climate of freedom that Candela described was not merely one of rela-
tively lax labor laws and avid speculative urban growth, which made his building 
practice possible. It was also the climate of political aperture that had facilitated 
his exile to Mexico alongside a number of civil war refugees, and the environ-
ment that allowed his practice to flourish for virtually the entire duration of dic-
tator Francisco Franco’s regime in Spain (1939–75), which Candela vehemently 
opposed. The relationship between civil war exiles, the Franco regime, and the 
organization of Mexico ’68 was especially complicated. Although an official 
Spanish delegation would not initially participate in the Olympics in reaction 
to the presence of a number of civil war exiles like Candela in Mexico, Ramírez 
Vázquez made special efforts to ensure that a delegation was indeed sent in the 
end.103 María Gonzáles Pendás remarks that despite Candela’s public image as a 
builder unconcerned with political questions, his innovations as a builder and his 
political commitment are inseparable. An understanding of technology’s emanci-
patory potential that was not necessarily aligned with a nationalist Mexican cause, 
despite the fact that Candela instrumentally aligned himself with official cultural 
production in Mexico, connected these two domains. In his correspondence with 
fellow Spanish exiles Candela reveals himself to be convinced of the possibility 
of the formation of a pan-Hispanic “superpower” based on the expansive geogra-
phy of Hispanic culture, which would include Spain itself as well as Mexico and 
other locations in Latin America where exiled Spaniards like himself were located. 
González Pendás demonstrates that Candela understood the hyperbolic paraboloid 



14
3

Im
ag

e 
Ma

c
hi

ne
s

as a geometrically “limitless” form analogous to the potentially limitless geography 
of this supernation: “saddle-shaped, ruled surfaces with double curvature, ideally 
boundless, and generated by the succession of straight lines.” “These [hyperbolic 
paraboloids] were static,” she argues, “when thought of as abstract and extensive 
geometries, from which Candela would isolate a fragment.”

Echoing theories by mid-twentieth-century thinkers about technology and 
urban space like Lewis Mumford and Sigfried Giedion, Candela also argued that 
aggressive technological development could not only enslave and alienate laborers 
and consumers, but could also have the opposite effect, exerting a “humanizing” 
function over their increasingly technologically dominated existence. Given the 
fast-paced and low-cost construction of his shells, and in light of their compar-
atively “primitive” building techniques, Candela argued that his method of con-
struction in concrete, which he attempted to export to other parts of the Americas 
through his firm Cubiertas Ala, could serve to create housing as well as industrial 
buildings, and would thus facilitate the political and humanistic development of 
the entire continent. Ultimately transnational in its technical applicability and aes-
thetic value, Candela believed his hyperbolic paraboloids were “of Mexico, but not 
necessarily willing to represent [Mexico] aesthetically or historically.”104

Candela’s pan-Hispanist vision was problematically Eurocentric because it 
privileged “Hispanic” culture over the many different cultural traditions of the 
Americas. His formulation was even redolent of the overt cultural imperialism of 
other Franco-era versions of pan-Hispanism, which professed the superiority of 
“Hispanic” culture. Candela’s position vis-à-vis both direct state patronage and the 
co-optation of his formal language in such official cultural displays as Mexico’s 
pavilion at Expo ’67 was thus no less awkward than that of the rest of Mexico’s cul-
tural intelligentsia at this time. His political and architectural universalism coex-
isted with interpretations of his work as uniquely “Mexican” on cultural grounds, 
a perception that he probably encouraged for instrumental reasons, but which was 
also the result of a set of other symbolic demands, not merely “official” or Mexican 
ones. Indeed, the Mexicanization of Candela’s work, official and unofficial, was 
always a mass-mediated affair, as popular narratives about Candela perpetuated an 
understanding of his built work as uniquely rooted in Mexico’s economic and cul-
tural climate. For instance, in The X in Mexico, Irene Nicholson naturalized the 
relations of production in the Mexican construction industry that Candela’s build-
ings rendered spectacular, and inscribed them within a heroic biographical tale 
that celebrated the architect’s transnational background:

Candela’s arrival in Mexico in 1939 as a Spanish republican refugee seems to have 
been due to a series of lucky accidents. He was not to begin evolving his shell 
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structures for another decade, but he had come, as it happened, to a country ideally 
suited for the development of his special talents: a country prepared to experiment, and with 
a labor force of unskilled but artistically sensitive workmen.105

Nicholson was certainly not the first to fetishize the Mexican manual laborer 
through a primitivist lens. Manual laborers in general, and construction laborers in 
particular, were featured prominently in representations of the expanding urban 
landscape of Mexican cities, especially Mexico City, throughout the twentieth cen-
tury. While many such representations glorified the laborer’s perceived centrality 
to economic and political transformations, others attempted to expose the exploit-
ative relationships that kept these laborers alienated from the wealth their labor 
generated, especially during the “miracle.”106 Nicholson’s explicit reference to the 
simultaneous naïveté and skill of Mexican construction workers was a central piece 
of the argument that reified Candela’s practice by occluding a clear picture of the 
social relations of production that structured it and presenting it instead as a “nat-
ural” result of Mexican economic growth.

Yet, in the wake of the Olympics, beyond stressing the “Mexicanness” of his 
work Candela had a more ambitious argument to make about the international 
visibility of his practice and its status as an international representative of Mexican 
architectural ingenuity. Later in the June 1968 interview cited earlier, Candela 
claimed to have “exported” back the hyperbolic paraboloid to the first world 
through the dissemination of his work in multiple media, simultaneously speak-
ing to the fulfillment of his pan-Hispanist agenda while echoing the nationalist 
rhetoric that pervaded discussions of cultural production in Mexico at the time. In 
acknowledging that the mass-mediated dialogue between his buildings and their 
representations was central to his practice, he also reveals that he understood the 
hyperbolic paraboloid’s condition as both a concrete architectural feature and a 
malleable body of images and narratives not exclusively architectural in nature. His 
works of the 1950s and 1960s, where the hyperbolic paraboloid transcends its own 
use value to become thoroughly aestheticized, render this understanding visible.

If at the beginning of his career Candela had garnered fame for the cheap 
and efficiently built concrete shells for various warehouse spaces in Mexico 
that employed this structural form, in such later works as his Los Manantiales 
Restaurant (1958) in Xochimilco, his warehouse for the Bacardí rum factory in 
Mexico City (1960), or the unbuilt project for the Aztec Stadium (1960), Candela 
had made the hyperbolic paraboloid his signature stylistic resource, its aesthetic 
value far exceeding its claims to practicality and structural efficiency (Figure 
1.14). In the case of the Aztec Stadium seen in this chapter, the venue’s hyperbolic 
paraboloid roof was explicitly—albeit tendentiously—discussed as an expensive 
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and impractical solution by the construction firm that eventually built Ramírez 
Vázquez’s competing design. In the discourse surrounding each of these projects, 
however, Candela had deployed the hypar as a form charged with cultural, eco-
nomic, and technological associations specific to Mexico.

In light of this trajectory, it was logical for Candela’s Sports Palace commission—
the largest he would ever receive, and the last he would complete in Mexico before 
leaving permanently for the United States in 1969—to elevate this form to become 
Mexico’s primary architectural contribution during the Olympics.107 The dimen-
sions of the Palace roof made the use of concrete, Candela’s preferred material 
and the one he and commentators discussed as most suited to Mexico’s building 
environment, technically unfeasible. But the interior of the Palace’s roof—made 
up of steel pipes and covered with wooden planks superseded by copper plates 
on the outside—was nevertheless defined by the play of his trademark “hypars,” 
paradoxically preserving a perceived sense of Mexican cultural specificity despite 
its obvious differences from virtually all of Candela’s previous buildings. The 
culturally specific gesture that Candela’s Palace would inscribe within the visual 
environment of the Olympics was almost wholly anticipated in an important early 
discussion of Candela’s work that differentiated his practice from that of Nervi on 
account of the usage of the hyperbolic paraboloid. Writing in 1961 in Buenos Aires 
in a book that would contribute to Candela’s reputation as a continental master, 
architect Félix Buschiazzo claimed that

Nervi could have arrived in a certain way to common results as Candela in terms 
of logic and economy [of construction], but with procedures and a degree of 
beauty that was different. Using prefabricated elements, of reinforced concrete, 
assembled during construction work, he managed to cover large clear spans, many 
times with surfaces of double curvature. But I don’t believe [Nervi] has used the 
hyperbolic paraboloid or its combinations yet.108

Despite the specific values attached to the hyperbolic paraboloid, the state-
ment that the Palace made vis-à-vis the rest of Olympic spectacles was not lim-
ited to the discursive value of just one architectural detail, especially since these 
sophisticated structural forms were not the only distinctive elements the Palace 
exhibited. A great deal of the Palace’s mystique was related to the rest of its mate-
rials, primarily its copper roofing. The roof’s reflective surfaces quickly became 
ubiquitous in the imagery surrounding the Palace, not least in the vast number of 
technical publications about its materials, many of which visually exaggerated the 
reflective qualities of its surface. Most impressive among these is perhaps the June 
1968 issue of Cuprum, Mexico’s most prestigious specialized journal devoted to the 
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uses of copper in architecture and engineer-
ing, which included an exaggeratedly shiny 
rendering of the Palace’s copper roof on its 

cover (Figure 3.16). In an unpublished May 1968 article, New York–based engi-
neer Henry E. Voegeli best articulated what a host of other commentators of the 
day argued about the Palace’s expressiveness in ways that collapsed together aes-
thetic and technological fascinations. Originally, Voegeli had intended to publish 
the article in Progressive Architecture, but its publication was called off for telling 

Figure 3.16. Cover of Cuprum (June 1968) 
showing Félix Candela’s Sports Palace.
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reasons: it was considered redundant in light of the vast number of articles about 
the structure already published at the time:

The Sports Palace has a fifth dimension. Its elegant design and the discrete choice 
of materials has created an effect which has never been seen before. The warm 
sunlight reflected from the copper is exhilerating [sic] and enlivens the entire 
architectural composition. This will endure, but to a lesser degree as the copper 
ages to its more somber bronze coloring. However, the bold texture of the faceted 
dome and the constantly changing perspective will insure contrasting shades and 
shadows and an exciting appearance, even if the highlights are softer.109

Voegeli discusses Candela’s Sports Palace with recourse to well-established 
tropes used to describe architectural monumentality. For Voegeli, the Palace is not 
merely a solid, permanent, and memorable structure, meant to withstand the pas-
sage of time, but it also aestheticizes its own technological sophistication while 
resonating, because of the conspicuously precious surface of its copper roof, with 
many buildings designed to represent state authority such as state and national cap-
itols that, though different from the Palace in formal and structural terms, also 
include copper-clad domes. The Palace’s technological edge, moreover, was not 
merely symbolic. The building was a very tangible intervention in Mexico City’s 
southeastern fabric, and its unique facture mobilized the engineering and con-
struction industries in Mexico to a considerable extent. As in the case of other 
technological innovations promoted as part of the Olympic effort, the Palace’s 
structure and materials were advertised heavily, and the technical knowledge 
related to the project was disseminated in both specialized and popular publica-
tions. In official presentations of the building, the Palace’s structural innovations 
were always advertised first. In a December 1967 meeting with the press, for exam-
ple, Ramírez Vázquez described the Palace as “circular, without a single column,” 
much to the awe of those in attendance.110 In other quarters, the Palace’s techno-
logical “edge” was also promoted heavily. Mexico City daily Excélsior, for instance, 
stressed that “scale models” had been built to test the resistance of the Palace’s roof 
at “up to two hundred kilometers per hour.” Reports of these tests had relatively 
wide dissemination, and photographs of the scale models made their way to news-
paper reports and other mass-media outlets.111

AMBIGUOUS MATERIALITIES
The Sports Palace’s relationship to the mass media amplified its political and 
technological resonance. In implicit admission of the interdependence between 
the physical building and its representations across media, Candela described his 
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project as nothing less than an image machine: the Sports Palace was meant to cre-
ate “an interesting shape from any point of view; interior or exterior, from the 
pedestrian’s, or even from an aerial point of view, since [the Palace] is located in 
an area of permanent airplane transit.”112 We could extend the architect’s mention 
of “any point of view” beyond the mere physical, or geographic, position of its 

observers and include the multiple politi-
cal, aesthetic, and technological discourses 
with which the Sports Palace’s production 

Figure 3.17. Lance Wyman, designer, postage 
stamp for Mexico ’68 including Candela’s 
Sports Palace. 
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overlapped. Candela had long understood the importance of the interdependence 
between media and architecture, and such an understanding was crucial to the suc-
cess of his buildings in the decades leading up to the Olympics, much as it was inte-
gral to the exhibitionary culture of the “miracle” at large. This interdependence 
also facilitated the temporary Olympic spectacle. The Sports Palace broadcast 
live and delayed images of Olympic basketball and boxing, but its “broadcasting” 
was more expansive. The materials and forms of the Sports Palace were quickly 
integrated into the graphic propaganda of the games, with images of the building 
becoming ubiquitous in the publications, postage stamps, and myriad advertise-
ments for them (Figure 3.17). The Sports Palace mediated the tensions between 
the seemingly conflicting folkloric and cosmopolitan discourses about Mexican 
national identity that had defined official works of propaganda long before the 
Olympics began. The relationship between Candela’s architecture and the exhibi-
tionist practices of the single-party state would not stop with the Olympics, how-
ever, as Candela would also have a prominent role in the architectural campaign of 
the Mexico City subway.

Candela was not the only Olympic architect who understood the dialogues 
between materials, culture, and notions of cultural identity that the production of 
official architecture entailed. In an unpublished 1965 text, Ramírez Vázquez and 
Mijares described the use of concrete in their Aztec Stadium as not just a structural 
resource but as “the result of economic and technical premises, workforce, context, 
idiosyncrasy, maintenance, temperature, image, color, texture, etc.”113 Although it 
accounts for a number of variables involved with its production and architectural 
function, this celebration of concrete obscures the intersection of labor and capital 
that lay at the foundation of the Aztec Stadium commission. It similarly obscures 
the more subtle presence of a bureaucratic administration that facilitated the col-
lusion between state, media, and large-scale construction interests and would orga-
nize a similar confluence of forces in the context of the Olympics.

Ramírez Vázquez and Mijares’s praise of concrete nevertheless reveals their 
understanding of the expansiveness of the material beyond its use-value in archi-
tecture and accounts for some of its cultural significance and malleable discursive 
potential. This understanding of the fluidity with which architecture and its mate-
rials could interrelate with the mass-mediated image allowed for the wide range 
of televisual events staged in relation to Mexico ’68’s sports infrastructure. The 
campaign of total design orchestrated in tandem with the production of perma-
nent Olympic sports venues, discussed in the next chapter, produced results no less 
dramatic and momentous, even though it mobilized an entirely different range of 
materials, many of them used in Mexico for the very first time.
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M
exico’s entry to the 1968 Milan Triennial Exhibition of Decorative Arts 
and Modern Architecture, organized by Italian architect Giancarlo 
di Carlo, was an installation devoted to Mexico ’68 commissioned 
by the MOC, and designed by Eduardo Terrazas (Plate 4). Like the 

exteriors of sports facilities examined in the preceding chapter, the entryway to 
the installation, essentially a slit-like opening in one of its walls, was defined by 
the radiating patterns of Lance Wyman’s Olympic logo. Yet unlike these painted 
pavements, which were limited to the exterior of the three most visited Olympic 
facilities, at Milan the patterns that defined the Triennial installation’s exterior 
continued seamlessly inside. Embedded onto a plush surface of soft rugs, these 
patterns defined the installation’s interior spaces, including its walls and ceiling. 
The Triennial’s theme was “The Large Number,” a title that, tapping into current 
debates about architecture and planning’s possibilities for social inclusiveness and 
abilities to respond to the rapidly industrializing world, made reference to the mul-
tiplication of commodities spawned by industrialization, as well as to the plights 
for political representation and economic emergence of the masses of the world’s 
poor.1 The Mexican installation’s response to this theme was cynical at best, as it 
entailed the magnified display of the logo and other images in the pavilion, such as 
those of Mexico’s Olympic facilities and of large crowds gathered to witness mass 
sports, which were blown up and displayed on its walls.

Terrazas positioned multiple fruits of the Cultural Olympiad at the center of his 
display. Sculptures representing Wyman’s logo in three dimensions were spread 
throughout his installation, which also included numerous samples of booklets and 
pamphlets produced to promote Mexico ’68 by the Olympic publications office, 
headed by designer Beatrice Trueblood. Based in New York before Mexico ’68 

four
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and summoned by the MOC to orchestrate its publicity campaign, Trueblood and 
her collaborators had disseminated these documents internationally in the months 
leading up to the Olympics. The production of this office happened on a gargan-
tuan scale. Michael Gross, a designer who worked at the publications office, recalls 
that the team devoted to producing these print materials had to “smuggle the print 
paper into [Mexico] in order to be able to print the number of posters necessary 
for all the [Cultural Olympiad] events.”2 Terrazas’s installation showcased the large 
numbers involved in this production process, and Triennial visitors were encour-
aged to take these publications with them in an extension of the publication office’s 
promotion activities.

Terrazas’s installation hence rendered Wyman’s Olympic logo and the pro-
paganda project that the logo represented monumental in more ways than one, 
not only because of the number of items derived from the logo that it showcased, 
but because it literally gave the logo itself architectural scale. As seen in an image 
of the model for the installation, so directly intertwined were image, text, and 
space that the placement of the installation’s interior walls followed the lines of 
the letters and numbers that spell out the phrase “Mexico 68,” creating an uninter-
rupted, all-around enclosure (Figure 4.1). The political circumstances surrounding 
the 1968 Triennial nevertheless interrupted the pavilion’s ambitions to create an 
atmosphere of fully enveloping, total design. The original plan was to hold the 
Triennial between the months of May and July 1968, but the event, which opened 
on May 30, was closed down only hours later because of the protests by design and 
architecture students in Milan. The show reopened in July and remained open 
until the end of the month, albeit under very tense conditions.

Because its totalizing ambitions clashed with social and political turbulence, 
the Triennial installation’s fate is emblematic of the vicissitudes that defined the 
entire constellation of design interventions for Mexico ’68. For the Olympics, 
Terrazas and architect Manuel Villazón, who headed the Department of Urban 
Ornamentation at the MOC, attempted to create an environment of total design 
like the one that defined the Triennial installation, except at the urban scale of the 
Mexican capital. This project, like others that dealt with urban circulation, beau-
tification, and way-finding signage during Mexico ’68, was fraught with numer-
ous obstacles. In the context of all these interventions, the ambitions of the artists 
and designers commissioned by the MOC to create an Olympic urban scenogra-
phy (principally Wyman, Terrazas, and Mathias Goeritz) related uneasily with the 
capital city’s ambiance of unrest, in addition 
to facing multiple logistical challenges.3

Although they were defined by these 
localized conditions, many of these projects 

Figure 4.1. Eduardo Terrazas, Mexico Pavilion, 
Fourteenth Triennale of Milan. Olympic 
Design Program, 1968, model. Courtesy of 
Eduardo Terrazas.
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also dealt with a broader horizon of preoccupations that extended far beyond 
Mexico’s borders. Like the museums and sports venues built in the years leading 
up to the Olympics, the creation of an urban ambiance for Mexico ’68 provided 
an opportunity for the exhibitionist state to showcase its perceived organizational 
accomplishments to an international audience. Nowhere was an attempt made to 
show these alleged triumphs more aggressively than at the primary hospitality 
space designed for the Olympics, the Camino Real Hotel (1968). In this project, 
which was funded by private patrons and was aligned directly with the MOC’s 
official agenda of promotion, Wyman and Goeritz collaborated with architect 
Ricardo Legorreta to create a deeply theatrical set of environments intended to 
translate Mexican cultural identity for foreign visitors. While this translation pro-
cess reinforced the propaganda aims of the wider Olympic promotion campaign, it 
also underscored the severe limitations of the enterprise.

DIVISIVE GRAPHICS
As a response to the dispersal of Mexico City’s Olympic facilities given the lack 
of a centralized Olympic campus, and in light of the mixture of “old” and “new” 
sports venues that were put to use during the Olympics, the MOC sponsored an 
ambitious attempt to unify the look of these facilities by graphic means. Central to 
the campaign was Wyman’s generative image of expansive radiating patterns (Plate 
1). The logo’s simultaneous “Mexican” and “international” iconographic associa-
tions have long been hotly debated. The authorship of the image and its implemen-
tation as part of the Olympic branding campaign are also controversial, even today. 
Wyman and British designer Peter Murdoch have consistently received credit for 
the image’s creation, despite Terrazas’s claims to its coauthorship.4 In a 2011 inter-
view, Wyman pointed out that Terrazas worked as a jack-of-all-trades, coordinat-
ing, both logistically and from a design standpoint, the translation of his graphic 
system into an orientation system to navigate the city. Wyman nevertheless claims 
that the logo itself and its many urban derivations were primarily his work.5

These internecine divisions within the MOC mirror the tense relationship that 
the Olympic branding campaign shared with the urban and social context of the 
Olympics themselves. Wyman and Terrazas are only two of the figures involved in 
the discussion. For their part, Ramírez Vázquez and some of his close collaborators 
have consistently traced the origin of the Mexico ’68 logo back to the textile pat-
terns made by Mexico’s Huichol peoples, examples of which Wyman encountered 
for the first time at the MNA in 1966. At the MNA, Wyman also saw abstract and 
Huichol visual art merged together for the first time in Mathias Goeritz’s mural 
for the Huichol ethnographic galleries. In occasionally chauvinistic ways, Ramírez 
Vázquez and Alfonso Soto Soria, one of the MNA’s museógrafos, have played down 
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the ostensible dialogue between the Olympic logo and modern art, especially Op 
Art of the mid-1960s, which Wyman, Terrazas, and Trueblood have in turn empha-
sized. For instance, in a 2005 interview Soto Soria claimed that the image system of 
the Olympics was created entirely by the Huicholes, with no input from designers 
associated with the MOC.6 Terrazas and Trueblood responded aggressively to this 
claim: “How can it be said that an Indian, who lives in isolation by choice in the 
mountains of Jalisco and Nayarit . . . , who does not know what a logo is, could have 
created something as complex as an international image programme for a coun-
try?” In addition, they draw a sharp distinction between Wyman’s interventions, 
which they claim were limited to graphics and lasted only “six or seven months,” 
and production of the entire design and promotion campaign for the Olympics, 
which was organized over the course of more than two years and involved a wide 
range of media. They have noted that “If you limit yourself to . . . the graphic ele-
ments of logo and symbols and alphabet,” which Wyman was responsible for, “you 
are not talking about the Mexico 68 image programme as a whole.”7

Given the collaborative platform through which it was produced, determining 
the authorship of the many components of the Mexico ’68 graphic system is now 
exceedingly difficult. Indicative of just how much cultural capital was at stake in 
the project is the fact that battles over such authorship have continued to unfold 
for more than forty years. Relative to establishing the specific authorship of each 
of the campaign’s components, understanding the adaptation of the Mexico ’68 
graphic system to suit the urban agenda of the MOC is somewhat easier. Terrazas’s 
urban planning efforts certainly relied on Wyman’s graphics, but they translated 
them into a different project altogether, not only expanding their design applica-
tion but also confronting them with a host of organizational challenges.

Terrazas designed a color-coded map of Mexico City where each of the sports 
venues was assigned a logo whose font was based on Wyman’s Mexico ’68 image, 
as well as an individualized pictogram to identify the sports events it would host 
(Plate 5). Unlike the logos for sports venues at Tokyo ’64, designed by Masaru 
Katzumie  and Yoshiro Yamashita, that included full human figures performing 
each sport, in Mexico abstract line drawings of fragments of bodies performing 
the sport, or of sports equipment, served as their primary identifying image. In 
Terrazas’s orientation system, specific sports were associated with specific colors, 
so that a total of twenty colors, which corresponded to the number of distinct 
sports at the games, were used. According to Terrazas and Trueblood, this range of 
colors was drawn from “the vivid rainbow of Mexican folklore.”8

Color coding worked on a number of scales. The painted pavements expanded 
the scale of the radiating patterns of the Mexico ’68 logo to that of the urban envi-
ronment around them, but other interventions worked at a much smaller scale. 
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For instance, when visitors purchased tickets for a sports event, the tickets would 
include two colors, the color of the sports facility itself in the color-coded Olympic 
map, and a different color that determined where in that facility they would sit 
during their visit. Several weeks before the Olympics started, information booths 
that explained this system were installed throughout Mexico City’s main avenues, 
and edecanas, young women wearing clothes defined by the radiating patterns of 
the Mexico ’68 logo, explained this system to the public, making the system’s com-
ponents and design logic very hard to miss for residents and visitors to the capital. 
In Terrazas’s words, the dissemination of this information was intended to give 
“people a sense of belonging to a sector of a larger unit” within the urban-scale 
plan he and his team devised.9

Although Terrazas originally thought of painting the actual pavement of 
the primary roads leading to each of the Olympic sports venues with the color 
assigned to the sport that would be performed there, this alternative was not pur-
sued because it would have proven too costly. In this original plan, the Paseo de la 
Reforma, one of Mexico City’s largest and most heavily transited avenues, would 
have been painted entirely in red, while the Circuito Interior, the ring road that 
then extended around the boundaries of the city core, would have been painted in 
magenta, a color often described at the time as “Mexican pink.”10 Although paint-
ing the streets was not feasible, the light posts present in each of these roads were 
painted with the colors in Terrazas’s map starting at a height of 120 centimeters 
from the ground, high enough that passengers in vehicles circulating through the 
roads at high speeds could perceive them as a continuous surface on either side of 
the thoroughfares.

Similar attempts to use color applied to roads and other urban surfaces as an 
orientation and planning device had been undertaken before. Most significantly, 
architect and painter Roberto Burle Marx had used color widely as an element of 
urban planning, specifically in the design of gardens. In such works as his Parque 
del Este project in Caracas, Venezuela (1956–61), a large-scale park located in the 
middle of a modernizing capital city, patterns of color on the ground, created by 
colored pedestrian surfaces and from arrangements of tropical plants, had served 
to divide sectors of the park according to their function.11 Highly similar to the 
radiating pavements of Mexico ’68 are Burle Marx’s undulating pavements of black 
and white mosaic, produced for the promenade at Copacabana Beach, in Rio de 
Janeiro.12 Although the promenade would not be finished until 1970, Burle Marx’s 
patterns explore how large-scale graphic elements and color can prove central to 
urban interventions, much like Terrazas’s projects in Mexico. Other precedents for 
Terrazas’s more specific understanding of the road as a device for urban commu-
nication are also relevant. For instance, for the tenth Milan Triennial organized 
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in 1954, Italian industrial designer Bruno 
Munari grafted the icon of the event, a 
cartouche enclosing the letters X and T, 
where X stood for “tenth” and T stood for 
“Triennial,” onto the pavement of the roads leading to the event (Figure 4.2).13

Terrazas’s interpretation of the genesis of his Olympic mapping project, how-
ever, is conveniently “folkloric” and “international” at the same time, and elides 
references to precedents like Munari’s or Burle Marx’s. Interestingly enough, 
Terrazas positions state-sponsored exhibitionary practices at the center of his 

Figure 4.2. Bruno Munari, pavement signage 
for Milan Triennale, 1954. From Mildred Con-
stantine and Egbert Jacobson, Sign Language for 
Buildings (New York: Reinhold, 1961).
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creative process, as he claims that he first thought of painted roads when he 
learned about a ceremony that takes place in the town of Huamantla, in the state of 
Tlaxcala, where streets are overlain with woven rugs of various colors in the con-
text of a yearly carnival. Terrazas was introduced to this practice far from Mexico, 
during the international travels of Fernando Gamboa’s exhibition, Masterworks of 
Mexican Art. When it was shown in Warsaw, Leningrad, and Paris between 1961 
and 1962, Terrazas worked as an exhibition designer on its layout, where photo-
graphs of the colored Huamantla roads were included.14

In addition to the color coding of the city’s primary thoroughfares and Olympic 
venues, Terrazas’s team implemented other way-finding schemes that, while cer-
tainly in dialogue with international precedents, also retooled traditions of crafts 
in Mexico. Terrazas had large-scale sculptures positioned in front of each of the 
sports venues. The sculptures, six meters in height, rendered monumental the 
Mexican tradition of Judas sculptures, figures of wood or cardboard burned to 
celebrate Easter festivities. Featuring an anthropomorphic figure performing the 
sport that the facility hosted, each sculpture was hence individualized yet recog-
nizably of the same type as those identifying all the other sports venues. Terrazas 
also installed large balloons, the fruits of a vibrant local craft industry in Mexico, 
at the sports venues. The first balloon, installed in the summer of 1968, was ten 
meters in diameter and had a transparent surface. It was placed on the ground in 
front of the Mexico City cathedral at the Zócalo for a photo shoot for U.S. maga-
zine Harper’s Bazaar (Figure 4.3). The idea was to begin to familiarize residents of 
the capital with the presence of large balloons as markers of the Olympic cultural 
and sports events that were to come a few months later. After this successful exper-
iment, Terrazas had balloons made by Mexican artisans, three meters in diameter 
and covered with the radiating patterns of the Mexico ’68 logo, tied by strings to 
the ground so they would rise above the urban fabric and could be seen from the 
color-coded roads at each of the Olympic sports venues. Balloons of the same kind 
were also installed at the Mexico City airport, in order to welcome international 
visitors to the capital, and at the Olympic media headquarters on the Paseo de la 
Reforma.

The creation of Terrazas’s Olympic environment in Mexico City included 
more than mere attempts to help visitors and residents locate the Olympic ven-
ues. Reinforcing the pacifist agenda of the Olympics, commercial advertisements 
in Mexico City’s primary avenues were replaced with billboards that advertised 
the theme of international peace. The MOC and foreign Olympic delegations pro-
duced these billboards as part of the Cultural Olympiad. During the Olympics, 
these kinds of messages also temporarily replaced advertisements on television.15 
Both Ramírez Vázquez and Terrazas have claimed that their intention was to 
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bombard residents and visitors to the capital with 
these kinds of messages in order to encourage peace-
ful behavior and a general atmosphere of cordiality. 
Ramírez Vázquez claims that Marshall McLuhan’s 
popular theorizations of mass media’s persuasive potential motivated this strat-
egy.16 Visually, the aggressive dissemination of such slogans as “Everything Is 
Possible in Peace” and of images of a white peace dove aided Ramírez Vázquez and 
Terrazas’s task. Produced at various scales, the peace dove was not only featured 
in large billboards around the city and installed on the painted light posts along 
primary roads, but also pasted, in its much smaller sticker version, onto cars that 
circulated throughout the capital, and even in other world cities. These images and 
words were meant to become emblematic of the MOC’s stated humanistic aims, 
echoing the many official pronouncements in the mass media by Ramírez Vázquez 
and his collaborators.

Given the violence that erupted in the months leading up to the Olympics, the 
ambitions of the Olympic organizers to accomplish social control through visual 
and graphic communications now seem exceedingly sinister. Although a bombard-
ment of information on this scale had never been orchestrated in Mexico before, 
the Olympic system of urban signage had precedents. In fact, the MOC’s creation 
of an Olympic environment directly recalled the September 1910 centennial inde-
pendence celebrations during the Porfiriato’s last days, where the word Paz was 

Figure 4.3. Eduardo Terrazas, Olympic balloon 
installed in front of Mexico City Metropolitan 
Cathedral, 1968. Archivo General de la Nación 
(AGN), Mexico City.
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reiterated in a network of commemorative urban decorations throughout Mexico 
City’s main thoroughfares, especially the Paseo de la Reforma.17 In an attempt to 
reaffirm the Porfiriato’s hold over an increasingly unstable territory, the centennial 
festivities were also organized with foreign eyes in mind, and Porfirio Díaz was 
adamant about encouraging the participation of foreign diplomatic delegations at 
them. Strikingly, these celebrations preceded the conflicts that would define the 
early days of the Mexican Revolution, starting in November 1910. In this context, 
the notion of peace was not intended to refer to a lack of social conflict. Instead, it 
was conceived as an articulation, in the urban realm, of the legitimate monopoly 
of violence of the Porfirian state, which enabled the regime to preserve political 
stability through various modalities of repression despite multiple political, eco-
nomic, and social threats. In Díaz’s personalist regime, the leader himself became 
the central focus of this propagandistic formulation, so that “peace” and “Porfirio” 
were to be understood as concepts tantamount to one another.18 In 1968, the term 
“peace” had a similar connotation. Not necessarily meant to deny the existence 
of social conflict in Mexico, it was instead an articulation of the capacity of the 
single-party state to govern by guaranteeing a similar kind of stability in the face of 
multiple threats through the exercise of hegemonic persuasion and legitimate vio-
lence. Interlaced with this formulation was the humanist notion of the “Olympic 
truce,” the idea that because Olympics often took place in the midst of politically 
divisive climates, they could temporarily set aside social conflict for the sake of 
competitive sport.19 Deployed in public space, the iconography of Olympic peace 
attempted to present this formulation as consensually Mexican, although the PRI 
leadership retained ownership over it. The central components of this interven-
tion, here design practices again operated as acts of governance, providing the 
single-party state with an aesthetic language for its political formulations, and 
attempting to mold the behaviors of the consumers of this language to conform to 
the state’s normative agenda.

The appropriation of the total design campaign, especially the dove, as a sym-
bol of police repression by Mexico City’s protesting students illustrates how this 
same graphic system also provided opportunities for the expression of dissent.20 
Immediately after it was designated as the propaganda language for Mexico’s 
single-party state, Wyman’s system became a central component of these urban 
protests. The graphic language of the Mexico ’68 logo was used to evoke the massa-
cre of October 2 and other events of urban violence. In one striking case, Wyman’s 
Mexico ’68 postage, which was instrumental in the event’s international promo-
tion, turns the concept of peaceful athletic competition, central to the Olympic 
message, on its head. Wyman’s postage stamp, intended to commemorate the 
heroic combat of athletes in Olympic boxing, is pressured to instead represent the 
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much less heroic physical confrontations between police forces and students that 
defined the October 2 events (Figures 4.4 and 4.5). As such, the totalizing ambi-
tions of the Mexico ’68 graphic system served the purpose of state propaganda, but 
they also allowed for the negotiation of its hegemonic claims. The avowed univer-
sal legibility and ease of practical use of the system facilitated this détournement, as 
it was precisely the abstract simplicity of its graphics and typeface that allowed for 
a wide range of politically charged reinterpretations.

CHOREOGRAPHING CITIES
Terrazas’s interventions were primarily designed to turn attention away from 
the impoverished areas of Mexico City that abutted some sports venues and the 
vast stretches of the city where impoverished residents remained excluded from 
the Olympic spectacle. Alongside the advertisements for peace, the urban sculp-
tures, and the Mexico ’68 balloons, the painted pavements surrounding the sports 
facilities were intended to dissolve the Mexican capital into a city-scaled “Op art 
piece.”21 Beautifying the capital before the Olympics had not been an easy task 
indeed, and one that the MOC had not undertaken alone but in collaboration with 
the Departamento del Distrito Federal (DDF) between 1966 and 1968. In February 
1968, for example, an MOC architect complained to his DDF collaborators that “at 
Río Churubusco . . . ,” an avenue leading to Candela’s Sports Palace, “there were 

Figure 4.5 Anonymous, “Año de la Lucha 
Democrática,” 1968 Student Movement 
Graphics, 1968.

Figure 4.4. Lance Wyman, designer, Olympic 
postage (boxing), 1968. 
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shantys and tugurios that will give a depressing image to the [visiting] tourist and 
athletic groups.”22 The MOC attempted to manicure these types of dwellings, pro-
viding buckets of paint for their inhabitants and instructing them to paint their 
facades in the same palette as Terrazas’s Olympic circulation campaign.23 Although 
the festive atmosphere of the Mexican capital was praised widely and Olympic 
preparations were presented as the result of the voluntary collaboration between 
Mexico City residents and the MOC, these measures were undertaken in the midst 
of a militarized, tightly controlled city.24

Terrazas’s efforts to network the Olympic facilities into a unified Olympic sce-
nography were informed by the deep-seated economic and social divisions that 
defined the shape of Mexico City in the late 1960s, as well as by the specific chal-
lenges that, from a planning perspective, the Olympic building campaign faced.25 
Beyond the confines of Mexico City or the divisive atmosphere of the MOC 
design team itself, however, Terrazas’s projects were also conversant with a shifting 
ground of planning culture, especially if we bear in mind his experiences as an 
architect in New York, London, and Paris, where he was active before he worked 
for the MOC, and after he graduated from Cornell University with a master’s 
degree in 1960.26 Not the first cosmopolitan Mexican professional to be conversant 
with international planning interventions, Terrazas had a degree of access to such 
expertise that few of his contemporaries in Mexico had at the time.

In addition to his experience with world’s fairs and exhibitions, examined 
in chapter 1, Terrazas had worked at the London architectural office of Howell, 
Killick, Partridge and Amis, the Paris office of Candilis, Josic & Woods, and the 
New York office of industrial designer George Nelson, all influential architecture 
and design firms of the mid-twentieth century. At Nelson’s office, Terrazas met 
Wyman, who worked there as a graphic designer between 1963 and 1966.27 Added 
to his experiences as exhibition designer for “official” propaganda exercises, which 
familiarized Terrazas with the exhibitionist state’s practices of cultural representa-
tion, these experiences also situated him in relation to shifting paradigms in urban 
design, shifts from tabula rasa approaches that ignored or downright contradicted 
the preexisting morphologies of cities, to attempts to plan more or less respon-
sively on the basis of these conditions.28

Especially important among these shifts were those that situated the concept 
of urban networks at the center of attention. Mark Wigley has described the ways 
in which such figures as Constantinos Doxiadis, Alison and Peter Smithson, and 
Shadrach Woods himself theorized the forms and functions of cities through var-
ious definitions of the network during the early 1960s.29 In an attempt to position 
streets as the central element in the generation of civic life, including the expres-
sion of collective dissent, Woods advanced the idea of planning cities around 
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streams of pedestrian circulation. Woods’s 
firm explored these ideas in competitions 
for the mid-sized, rapidly industrializing 
cities of Caen-Hérouville (1961) in north-

western France and for the Asua Valley in Bilbao (1962) in northern Spain.
Terrazas worked on the 1962 proposal for a university campus in the German 

city of Bochum formulated at Woods’s office, which belongs squarely to this gen-
eration of schemes. Significant for the attention it paid to the natural landscape of 
the university facilities located on a gently rolling hill, the Bochum project was also 
defined by its exploration of pedestrian traffic as the generator of urban and archi-
tectural form (Figure 4.6). A good sense of Terrazas’s thinking about urban form 
circa 1964 (after he left Woods’s office) can also be gleaned from a project he devel-
oped with Lev Zetlin, structural engineer for Mexico’s Pavilion at the New York 
World’s Fair (Figure 4.7). Terrazas and Zetlin designed a city in the air as a set of 
raised megablocks connected by suspended urban passageways. Although utopian 
projects for cities in the air were common in the 1960s, the project speaks to Ter-
razas’s Parisian experience, resembling nothing more than the work of Paris-based 

Figure 4.6. Candilis, Josic & Woods, Bochum 
University campus project, 1962–63. Shadrach 
Woods Papers and Photographs, Avery Library, 
Columbia University, New York.
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architect Yona Friedman, espe-
cially Friedman’s The Spatial City, 
a series of schemes developed in 
1959 as a city of weblike extensions 
above the ground. The Terrazas–
Zetlin project develops this logic 
further, as it similarly positions a 
network of superstructures above 
the landscape of a gridded city.30

After his Parisian work, and in 
addition to product and exhibition 
design schemes, at Nelson’s New 
York office Terrazas also came into 
contact with the designer’s city 
planning interventions, which had 
significant points of intersection 
with Woods’s. Nelson had partici-

pated in a well-known symposium organized by architect Paul Zucker at Princeton 
University in 1944, where the relationship between urban monuments and the 
planning of cities was a central theme. “Faced with the problem of the monumen-
tal building,” Nelson claimed at the symposium, “the modern architect seems to 
lose his creative faculties and he becomes a critic.”31 Nelson’s work after the mid-
1940s emphasized the importance of monuments as focal points of city centers and 
positioned circulation in streets as the primary generator of urban form. By the 
early 1960s, Nelson’s work had taken an increasingly critical tone vis-à-vis subur-
ban growth in the United States, especially as this growth came to be defined by 
the preeminence of highways and car traffic to the shaping of cities, which racially 
and socially segregated urban centers.32

Influential for Terrazas, Nelson’s thought also shaped Wyman’s early practice. 
One of Wyman’s early commissions was his design of the graphics for the sculptural 
installation of items inspired by U.S. car culture for Nelson’s Chrysler pavilion 
for the New York World’s Fair. As Wyman recalls, the graphics responded to his 
and Nelson’s interests in the various forms of detritus yielded by mid-twentieth-
century American cities. They were also part of a way-finding project intended to 
orient visitors through the pavilion, which consisted of several “islands” of separate 

Figure 4.7. Eduardo Terrazas and Lev Zetlin, 
Project for a City, 1964–65, detail of model. 
Photograph by the author.
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displays.33 Although this was his first way-finding scheme, it was not his first 
graphic design for a pavilion. While working at the office of industrial designer 
William Schmidt, he created a branding scheme for the U.S. pavilion at the 1962 
trade show organized in Zagreb, Croatia. For this event, Wyman translated the 
image of a logo for the pavilion into a three-dimensional sculpture that also served 
as an iconic marker of the building, prefiguring the expansive logic of the 1968 
graphic campaign for Mexico. Wyman had also done some early branding work 
for the General Motors Company in Warren, Michigan, which integrated signage, 
sculptures, and icons, a combination of elements that defined his interventions in 
Mexico. Wyman’s early experiences suggest that, even if its urban implementation 
was not entirely his work, the visual system he devised for the 1968 Olympics was 
certainly prepared to have expansive applications beyond the creation of graphics 
alone.34

Terrazas’s and Wyman’s trajectories allow us to inscribe the circulation proj-
ects organized for Mexico ’68 as being tied simultaneously to the specific urban 
conditions of Mexico City, as well as to a broad range of international planning 
and design concerns. Common to the projects of Nelson and Woods during the 
early 1960s was an interest in the flows of circulation that determined the forms of 
cities. The color coding of Mexico City and the graphic language implemented to 
direct visitors between each of the Olympic venues by Terrazas and Wyman take 
on these concerns, exploring the relationship between visitors’ movement through 
urban space, architecture and sculpture’s monumental presence, and the graphic 
dissemination of information. The extent to which the program was socially inclu-
sive is more than debatable, premised as it was on the segregation of “undesirable” 
areas of the city, and on the strategic display of only the areas of the Mexican cap-
ital that lived up to the graphic and sculptural standards of the planned spectacle. 
In addition, it explicitly served the propaganda and social-control agendas of the 
PRI-governed state. The fissures at the heart of these interventions were no less 
visible in the rest of Olympic schemes, especially the single permanent sculptural 
intervention that the event spawned.

SPECTACLES OF URBAN GROWTH
Prefiguring his prominent role as a cultural bureaucrat during the 1960s, in the 
decades leading up to the Olympics sculptor Mathias Goeritz had situated his 
work at the intersection of the expansion and gentrification of the Mexican capital 
city and the aestheticized display of this process. In Zucker’s symposium, Sigfried 
Giedion claimed that postwar city planners should derive inspiration from the 
spaces of world’s fairs, which engendered “collective emotional events, where the 
people play as important a role as the spectacle itself.”35 Partly as a response to this 
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clarion call and in conjunction with the inauguration of El Eco, an experimen-
tal display and performance space he designed in Mexico City, in 1953 Goeritz 
launched an “emotional” manifesto that called for the creation of spaces designed 
not to express specific political views, but to stir human emotions. A disavowal of 
the official cultural apparatus of the Mexican state, which had tended to commis-
sion politically committed art until that time, this manifesto and the projects that 
would follow it were also the markers of Goeritz’s entry into this apparatus as a 
significant player, an entry solidified by his appointment as curator of the national 
museum at the UNAM in 1954.36 Goeritz hence came to occupy a similar space 
of clientelist accommodation as other members of the “miracle’s” intelligentsia, 
critiquing the production of official culture in Mexico yet working within the 
boundaries of its patronage system. By the late 1950s, Goeritz’s works not only 
became increasingly visible as part of state-sponsored commissions, but they were 
also directly aligned with the rise of speculative real-estate ventures in Mexico 
City. By the end of the decade, these works also took on an increasingly urban 
scale, as exemplified by his and Luis Barragán’s Satellite City towers, completed in 

1957 (Figure 4.8). Five hollow towers of reinforced 
concrete painted in primary colors and placed in the 
middle of a highway, these “emotional” monuments 

Figure 4.8. Mathias Goeritz and Luis Barragán, 
Torres de Ciudad Satélite, Naucalpan, 1957. 
Photograph by the author.
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popularized a residential subdivision developed by Mario Pani in Naucalpan, 
northwest of Mexico City.

Completed a decade later, Goeritz’s Route of Friendship expanded the specu-
lative logic of the Satellite City project, having first been envisioned as a national 
network of sculptural clusters that would generate urbanization and economic 
growth across Mexico. In this first project, perhaps more dramatically than in any 
project that gained visibility during the “miracle,” the aspirations of the Mexican 
state, its allied corporate interests, and the artists aligned with the official cultural 
apparatus coalesced. Goeritz first envisioned the project as a network of sculptural 
nodes placed alongside two major highways in Mexico, one traversing the country 
from north to south, the other from east to west. In Goeritz’s words, “the idea was 
to erect on these highways groups of towers or gigantic primary forms of a height 
of 150 to 300 [meters] at points some 160 km apart in underdeveloped or even in 
desert regions.” The monuments, he argued, would spur urban development in 
such areas: “Around these structures stations could be built, beginning with hotels, 
gasoline stations, and small regional pre-Hispanic and popular art museums, in 
order to become centers for automobile tourism.”37

In his intervention at a conference about urban sculpture organized as part of 
the Cultural Olympiad in June 1968, architect Max Cetto, who had collaborated 
with Barragán at the Gardens of El Pedregal in the 1940s, questioned the morality 
of Goeritz’s project, which had a projected cost of a billion pesos, along similar lines 
as questioning of the Olympic project and the Aztec stadium seen in previous chap-
ters. This amount of money, Cetto claimed, could be used instead to “build thou-
sands of rural and professional schools as well as hundreds of hospitals for Mexican 
farmers.  .  .  . Aside from this, I wonder what the dwellers of the cities meant to 
grow automatically, albeit slowly, around the towers in the desert will eat, if these 
towers are not also used as water tanks and grain silos.”38 Given their scale, Cetto 
argued that the completion of projects such as the one that Goeritz proposed would 
also pose questions of a political order for artists and architects, who would need 
to achieve enough power to implement them, and needed adequate institutional 
channels to do so. In self-serving fashion, he proposed that an institution modeled 
after the International Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM), of which he had 
been a member during the 1930s, should provide a model for an institution that 
could give artists and architects increased political purchase in Mexico.39

The Route of Friendship was not the first project by Goeritz to have question-
able utopian ambitions on a grand scale. Daniel Garza argues that Mario Pani envi-
sioned his Satellite City as part of a network of similar cities located throughout 
Mexico. In Pani’s plan, monumental sculptures like those produced by Goeritz and 
Barragán would have served as the markers of enclaves of urban development on a 
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national scale.40 A more modest type of project that combined large-scale housing 
with monumental sculptural markers was actually implemented en masse along the 
U.S.-Mexican border as part of the Programa Nacional Fronterizo (PRONAF). In 
describing his first Route of Friendship project in similar terms as those of Pani and 
the PRONAF’s advocates, Goeritz thus aligned himself with other state-sponsored 
ventures where monumental sculptural interventions and the construction of cit-
ies and roads were seen as technologies of modernization and engines of economic 
development meant to function in conjunction with one another.

In invoking the relationship between cultural display, motorized travel and 
national modernization to describe the Route of Friendship and the Satellite City, 
Goeritz and Pani were expressing fairly common views that Mexican entrepre-
neurs and politicians had held for quite some time before the “miracle.” As his-
torian of tourism Dina Berger has shown, motorized travel, particularly between 
the United States and Mexico, was one of the primary forces behind the expan-
sion of Mexico’s tourist industry, particularly after the opening of the highway 
between Laredo, Texas, and Nuevo Laredo, in the state of Tamaulipas, in 1936. 
This infrastructure initiative had major economic repercussions, and its promo-
tion was steeped in the same kinds of developmentalist discourse that Goeritz and 
Pani rehashed to promote their projects. Furthermore, mentions of national unity 
and universal brotherhood as the motivating forces behind these projects, which 
Goeritz especially redeployed for his Olympic intervention, were crucial ingredi-
ents of the language that accompanied the construction of highways and roads in 
Mexico throughout the twentieth century.41

None of the ideas behind the national-scale origins of the Route of Friendship 
were entirely unprecedented when seen beyond the Mexican artistic and design 
context, either. As Goeritz himself admitted while discussing the Route of 
Friendship, German sculptor Otto Freundlich had come up with the idea for a 
“Route of Human Fraternity,” a concept eerily similar in form and rhetoric to 
Goeritz’s, as early as 1936. According to Goeritz, who claimed not to have known 
Freundlich’s project before formulating his own, Freundlich’s scheme “was to con-
sist of two roads, one leading from Holland to the Mediterranean and the second 
one through Germany and Poland to Russia,” with the two thoroughfares includ-
ing monumental interventions produced by an international list of sculptors.42 
Moreover, Freundlich was not the only one to have envisioned a project of sculp-
tural interventions of this kind. Belgian sculptor Jacques Moeschal and Hungarian 
sculptor Pierre Székely, both of whom would be selected by Goeritz to take part 
in the Route of Friendship, had proposed similar projects that involved roads and 
highways punctuated with sculptures celebrating human fraternity. Moeschal 
formulated his project in March 1960, while Székely presented his own as his 
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contribution to the International Colloquium of Sculptors held at Royaumont, 
France, in October 1962.43

MATTERS OF SCALE
In its actually built version, the Route of Friendship stood precisely where the 
Olympic spectacle intersected with one of the most significant monuments to the 
reshaping of Mexico City to serve the circulation of automobiles, a process aggres-
sively supported by regente Uruchurtu.44 Indeed, the completion of the Anillo 
Periférico, the beltway surrounding Mexico City’s limits, in 1964 gave concrete 
form to utopian calls for the city’s enhanced navigability that can be traced back 
to the 1920s.45 Beyond simply making transportation through the capital city more 
efficient, the Periférico actually served to segregate its urban fabric, facilitating the 
urban flight of the city’s upper-income residents, who traveled mostly by car, away 
from the poorer areas of Mexico City’s edges, including those in the city’s south-
ernmost limits.46 The Route of Friendship was designed in public lands left after 
the completion of the Anillo, and awarded to the MOC by the DDF.47 Because 
the project was at once produced by the temporary and contested Olympic spec-
tacle and simultaneously aligned with the socially uneven modernization of the 
Mexican capital in longer duration, exactly what Goeritz was attempting to sell at 
the Route other than the nebulous idea of international friendship was less clear 
than in his past ventures, especially on account of his selection of sculptors.

Goeritz invited mostly international, not Mexican, sculptors, only very few of 
whom were internationally well known, to participate in the Route. These artists 
would also participate in an International Meeting of Sculptors, a symposium cel-
ebrated as part of the Cultural Olympiad whose purpose was to debate the rela-
tionship between urban sculpture and the growth of cities. With the exception of 
Alexander Calder, whom Goeritz invited explicitly to become “the representative 
of the United States,” he made a point of not having artists sent officially by the 
governments of their countries of origin. He also stipulated that these artists com-
plete large-scale, abstract sculptures with no explicit figurative subject matter in 
reinforced concrete. These sculptures would be placed along the southern sections 
of the Periférico, in the vicinity of the Olympic Village. While Goeritz imposed 
these restrictions on the rest of participants in the Route, Calder was not bound by 
any of them. “The work of most of the sculptors,” Goeritz wrote to Calder, “will 
probably be integrated in a general architectural-urbanistic plan and shall surely be 
conceived for concrete constructions.” But in “your case, of course, I would like to 
give you complete freedom to select the material you want.”48

In the Route’s final iteration, works by international sculptors, which included 
Herbert Bayer, Constantino Nivola, and many other lesser-known artists such 
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as Moeschal and Székely, stood bracketed off on either end by works made by 
Mexican sculptors Jorge Dubón, Ángela Gurría, and Helen Escobedo, artists not 
quite yet established at the time (Figure 4.9).49 Calder’s contribution to the Route, a 
sculpture titled El Sol Rojo, was not even installed at the Periférico but at the center 
of Terrazas’s painted pavements at the Aztec Stadium, relatively far from the rest 
of the sculptures (Plate 3). Only two other sculptures enjoyed such individually 
iconic status, one of them Goeritz’s La Osa Mayor, a set of small concrete towers 
placed in front of Félix Candela’s Sports Palace, a location originally offered to 
Calder.50 The third such sculpture was Mexican sculptor Germán Cueto’s Hombre 
Corriendo, installed in front of the UNAM Stadium.

Calder’s preferential treatment is explained by his acquaintance with Goeritz 
before the Olympics, but also in light of the transnational importance of his 
work.51 El Sol Rojo was one of a series of stabiles or stationary, monumental, abstract 
sculptures he began to produce in the early 1960s. These works by Calder dotted 
a number of world cities by the end of the decade, including Montreal, where he 
completed a major commission that was unveiled during Expo ’67. Miwon Kwon 
demonstrates that, particularly in the United States, commissions for Calder sculp-
tures were tied specifically to campaigns of gentrification, urban renewal, and their 
allied processes of privatized, capitalist city expansion.52 Calder’s contribution to 
the Route thus situated the Aztec Stadium within a deterritorialized network of 
architectural sites of international visibility, a network not necessarily grounded at 
the Periférico, or in Mexico’s national territory.53 Goeritz’s Route as a whole sim-
ilarly functioned as a gentrification device on two temporal levels, drawing atten-
tion away from an impoverished area of Mexico City’s southern periphery during 
the Olympics, and promising to spawn gentrified expansion in that area of the city 
long after the spectacle was over. In hindsight, the logic of urban reification at 
work in Goeritz’s plans seems clear. Goeritz and the MOC essentially claimed that 
the Route of Friendship would remake the social makeup of a significant part of 
Mexico City. Yet the Route left the existing social structures that determined the 
shape of the city entirely untouched, and almost became a monument to these class 
divides.

As Goeritz lamented after the fact, the more ambitious goals of his original proj-
ect for the Route were significantly hampered by the final project’s limited size, 
which had led its simpler, temporary effects to take precedence. Traveling through 
the Route of Friendship by car, Olympic tourists experienced the sequence of 
sculptures merely as an “outdoor gallery.”54 In response to a critique of the Route’s 
perceived small scale published in the Mexico City English-language periodi-
cal The News, Goeritz claimed that he agreed “that [the Route] would look more 
important on its general surroundings if the sculptures could be bigger,” adding 
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that “originally [his] plans were much more 
ambitious.” “Yet,” he claimed, “it is not true 
that most of the sizes proposed by the artists 

were reduced. In the majority of the cases, we respected the size that was given to 
us. Some projects were even considerably enlarged.”55 This was not exactly true. 

Figure 4.9. Mathias Goeritz, Ruta de la Amistad 
(Route of Friendship) plan, Mexico City, 1968. 
Courtesy of Daniel Goeritz.
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As Goeritz admitted in an April 1968 MOC internal memo, Ramírez Vázquez had 
decided to significantly reduce the size of several sculptures because of funding 
problems, a measure that affected works by Willi Gutmann, Clement Meadmore, 
and Kioshi Takahashi.56

FRACTURED INTERNATIONALISMS
While the global silhouette and real-estate effects of the Route were inevita-
bly fragmentary, the logic behind the selection process of the sculptors was also 
considered suspect from the project’s inception. A report in the New York Times 
emphasized that not only was the formal abstraction of the Route’s sculptures 
disquieting to many of Mexico City’s residents, artists, and critics, but the final 
selection of sculptors by the MOC was deemed questionable, precisely because it 
seemed to conform too closely to the format of an official diplomatic artistic event 
despite Goeritz’s claims to the contrary. Writing for the Times, Harold Schonberg 
claimed that, in response to such criticism, the MOC had not clarified much, but 
had “informed people . . . that a few pieces were chosen not on merit but because 
they were the work of sculptors who had to be included for international balance.”57

Achieving this balance was not easy, nor was it easy to gather a racially diverse 
group to invite to Mexico. Like the selection of Basilio as Olympic torchbearer, 
made specifically to appease critiques of machismo’s centrality to Mexican cul-
ture, this demonstration of inclusivity was meant to boost the exhibitionist state’s 
avowed progressive and humanist credentials in the midst of a racially charged envi-
ronment. Finding African American sculptors to invite to the Route of Friendship 
proved particularly difficult for Goeritz. Among the people he asked for advice in 
his search was Dorothy C. Miller, then curator of painting and sculpture at New 
York’s Museum of Modern Art. “Offhand I could not think of a Negro sculp-
tor who would be able to design a concrete construction thirty to fifty feet high,” 
Miller wrote back on January 5, 1968, “but if there is one here I am sure our staff 
will locate him for you.”58 On January 17, Goeritz wrote back with relief, announc-
ing that “a coloured sculptor” had been found in Brooklyn-based Todd Williams, 
who had been selected to complete a work in Mexico City.59

From the start of the Route of Friendship project, for Goeritz geography was 
as important as race, and his ambitions to have an international roster of sculptors 
at the project took him even farther away from home than New York. To find a 
sculptor from Africa to invite to Mexico, he wrote to Julian Beinart, then a pro-
fessor of urban planning at the University of Cape Town, and to Jean-François 
Zevaco, an architect based in Casablanca. Beinart was eager to suggest a couple of 
names, but Zevaco was hard-pressed to think of suitable Moroccan sculptors for 
the task at hand.60 “I am personally convinced,” Zevaco wrote in a letter to Karel 
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Wendl, secretary to the International Meeting of Sculptors, “that [sculpture] does 
not match up well now, or has for a long time, with the sensibility of men from 
this country as a means of expression.”61

Goeritz’s desire to consolidate international ties with artists, planners, and archi-
tects abroad was not limited to the selection of sculptors for his Route. Alongside 
Terrazas, Goeritz established direct connections with planning practitioners out-
side Mexico while formulating his intervention. Late in 1966, he wrote to New 
York–based architect James Rossant, one of the authors of the Plan for Lower 
Manhattan finished that year, inquiring about his recent work. Rossant wrote back 
in December 1966, claiming that “of particular interest to you and Mr. Teresas 
[sic]  .  .  . will be the circulation plan for  .  .  . New York.”62 Commissioned by the 
administration of Mayor Robert Wagner in 1965, the plan was intended to revi-
talize the transit and transportation systems of Lower Manhattan in the context 
of broader plans to racially segregate and gentrify this region of the island. It also 
envisioned the development of “New Office Magnets” along the Hudson and East 
rivers that would infuse the area with new commercial development, not unlike 
Goeritz’s sculptural clusters for the first iteration of the Route of Friendship, 
designed to revitalize Mexico’s cities, or unlike the final version of the Route, 
which was intended to help gentrify Mexico City’s southern boundary.63

Rossant was not the only New York–based planner to come into contact with 
Olympic planning efforts in Mexico. Robert Moses also learned about these inter-
ventions through his acquaintance with Terrazas and Fernando Gamboa in the 
context of the New York World’s Fair. Moses had already had significant contacts 
with Latin American planners and politicians, having served as a consultant for the 
arterial system of highways for Caracas, Venezuela, in 1948, and for a city plan for 
São Paulo, Brazil, in 1955, a city that had declared him an honorary citizen a year 
later.64 In November 1965, Gamboa invited Moses to travel to Mexico City to sug-
gest improvements to the city’s transit system for the Olympics. Preparing for the 
visit, Moses wrote to William Chapin, commissioner for the Power Authority of 
the State of New York, inquiring about the condition of Mexico’s roads.65 Chapin’s 
assessment was favorable: “I spent ten days in Mexico three or four years ago and 
went by car from Mexico City to Acapulco I see no reason why a large number 
of people would not be attracted to Mexico City by car at the time of the 1968 
Olympics.”66 Yet, Moses seemed to be interested in more than just circulation. 
Discussing his visit in a memo, he offered a set of prescriptions that seem almost 
prophetic in retrospect:

As to the Mexican visit, I believe we should . . . offer a diagnosis of the [Mexico 
City circulation] problem, including expanding the Olympic Games to include 
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competitions in letters, the stage, screen and the performing and other arts in 
the tradition of the original Olympics, arterial, housing and other durable public 
works for public use after the Games, the official opening of the entire Pan-
American Highway, financing, etc.67

For peculiar reasons, Moses never made it to Mexico City. Writing to Gregory 
Dawson, a designer and former collaborator of his at the New York World’s Fair, 
in February 1966 he claimed that although envisioned first as a work trip, his 
Mexican hosts’ plans for his visit were far too leisurely to be fulfilled at that time: 
“Originally, they wanted me to bring a group down to discuss amplification of the 
1968 Olympics so as to include a larger non-athletic Olympic program, year round 
trade center, better arterial approaches and other public works. I did arrange for 
this, but it turned out that former President [Miguel] Aleman,” then the minister 
of tourism, “wanted me to come down alone or with my daughter . . . and make 
a trip around Mexico, taking in the new tourist attractions.” This amount of lei-
sure travel, he said, was impossible to arrange for given his schedule; “so I guess 
Acapulco is off for the time being.”68

Although it did not lead to a concrete intervention, Moses’s statement about the 
advice he would offer to his Mexican colleagues nevertheless parallels, almost word 
by word, the language with which Ramírez Vázquez and the MOC would promote 
Mexico ’68’s aggressive and distinctive emphasis on cultural display in tandem with 
the urban modernization efforts that the Olympic project fueled. Plans for a sig-
nificant cultural component for Mexico ’68 were in the works since the spring of 
1965 at the MOC, yet the Cultural Olympiad would not acquire centrality as part 
of the Olympic effort until well into 1967.69 Urban improvements were nonethe-
less promoted heavily after that point. An MOC document from October 1967 
that details Olympic preparations, for instance, claims that as part of the Olympics, 
“we must beautify our City, improve and extend its thoroughfares, impress the public 
by an educational campain [sic] . . . and lastly increase the existing lodging facilities.70 Far 
from predicting the future, Moses’s statement is telling of the extent to which the 
MOC was conversant with a rhetoric of developmentalist planning intimately tied 
to the international rise of capitalist speculative development, which established 
that propaganda events had to come equipped with larger-scale modernization and 
beautification efforts for cities. Design was especially prominent in this broad con-
text, providing processes of speculative expansion in cities with visible modern-
ist iconographies.71 At the most significant of the lodging facilities produced for 
Mexico ’68, the official hotel of the Olympics, all these forces coalesced in order to 
create a spectacular set of architectural environments.
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MEXICAN DUALITIES
Early visitors to Ricardo Legorreta’s Camino Real Hotel, inaugurated in October 
1968, had plenty of reasons to be impressed. Adjacent to Chapultepec Park’s new 
museums and situated in the wealthy neighborhood of Polanco, the hotel boasted 
a collection of artworks and design features that rivaled those of many museums 
in Mexico, surpassed those of the many hotels built there during the 1960s, and 
directly mirrored, albeit at a much more limited scale, the urban decor of the 
Olympic Mexican capital (Figure 4.10). Goeritz collaborated with Luis Barragán 
in the design of the hotel grounds, as well as creating a gate of painted metal for 
its entrance and a mural for one of its corridors. The New York–based interior 
design office Knoll International, which had collaborated with a host of corporate 
patrons in the United States and Europe through the 1950s and 1960s, coordinated 
the hotel’s interiors. The vestibule included a large sculpture of sheet metal by 
Alexander Calder, and the lobby bar featured a tapestry by well-known U.S.-based 
artist Annie Albers. Shortly after its completion, in 1969 and 1971, the hotel’s 
Industrialists Club and its lobby’s main wall also came to include murals by Rufino 
Tamayo, then Mexico’s most sought-after official painter.72 So dramatically con-
ceived and presented were the hotel’s spaces that a contemporary critic exaggerated 
little in describing the Camino Real as the kind of building “bound to be used as a 
movie set.”73

The Camino Real Hotel played an important role during the Olympics. It 
served as the primary convention center for all sig-
nificant Olympic diplomatic events, and hosted the 
most prominent international visitors to Mexico City, 

Figure 4.10. Ricardo Legorreta, Camino 
Real Hotel, Mexico City, 1968. Progressive 
Architecture (June 1969).
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including International Olympic Committee (IOC) President Avery Brundage.74 
As they were for a number of other Olympic-era works in the Mexican capital, the 
symbolic burdens borne by the hotel’s design were quite high. As a self-contained 
architectural project, Legorreta’s Olympic hotel afforded its designers the possi-
bility of creating the kind of controlled scenography that the socially and polit-
ically messier city would have never allowed them to construct on a larger scale. 
Grappling with the most significant double bind of modern tourism in the “third 
world,” the designers and architects involved with the Camino Real Hotel also 
negotiated the need to present international visitors with a culturally authentic 
experience of Mexico that satisfied their “first-world” hospitality expectations.75

Although many of the “miracle’s” most significant design projects had the 
stimulation of tourism as one of their central goals, tourism and the construc-
tion of cultural authenticity had been interrelated for quite some time in Mexico. 
The standards for hotel design set in the 1930s by the Mexican Automobilists 
Association (AMA)—one of Mexico’s most important early tourist associations—
called for the simultaneous inclusion of “traditional” and “cosmopolitan” cultural 
references.76 One of Mexico City’s earliest modern hotels, the Hotel Reforma, the 
first of Mario Pani’s significant projects finished in 1936, articulated precisely this 
juxtaposition, prefiguring Pani’s later work as hotel designer. Pani obtained the 
controversial commission through his uncle, engineer and onetime finance sec-
retary Alberto J. Pani.77 Beyond the contained history of this project, Alberto 
Pani was an important figure in the development of twentieth-century tourism in 
Mexico, having been among the first to discuss tourism’s role as a prominent com-
ponent of national progress, and having authored several key studies about public 
and economic policy since the 1910s.78

For Alberto Pani, the Hotel Reforma was more than a speculative venture. In 
his own published account of the hotel’s commission, he described the project as 
proof that private capital aided by the state could indeed produce works of “pub-
lic interest.”79 Implementing his uncle’s economic vision, which saw the symbi-
otic roles of speculative real estate and tourist investment as central driving forces 
of Mexico’s economic growth, Mario Pani was responsible for designing many of 
the hotels borne by Mexico’s boom in tourism in later decades: in Mexico City, 
Pani designed the Hotel Plaza, built between 1945 and 1946; at Michoacán, he was 
responsible for the 1944 Hotel Alameda; in Acapulco, he designed the Hotel Pozo 
del Rey in 1953 and the Condesa del Mar hotel in 1970. In all these cases, his 
designs for hotels were defined by the need to conform to international expec-
tations while accommodating foreigners’ expectations of cultural authenticity.80 
George Flaherty argues that Pani’s role as a professional of hospitality involved 
more than his practice as hotel designer. Through his promotion of architecture 
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produced in Mexico alongside architecture from the rest of Latin America, Europe, 
and the United States in his magazine Arquitectura/México, and through his adap-
tation of European and U.S. design paradigms to the Mexican context in all of his 
works, Pani served as a “host” for international architectural culture. On the basis 
of Jacques Derrida’s theorization of hospitality, Flaherty shows that the exchange 
between “host” and “guest” in Pani’s oeuvre was not defined by a symmetrical or 
stable relationship between these two parties. Instead, what defines Pani’s relation-
ship to architectural culture of foreign origin is an anxious attempt to appropriate 
its images, forms, and inherited meanings in order to sustain his own prominence 
in the “domestic” Mexican scene.81

The design and completion of the 1936 Hotel Reforma served all these agendas. 
The hotel’s form reflected Pani’s recently completed training at the Parisian École 
des Beaux-Arts, and thus had all the stylistic markings of contemporary European 
and U.S. luxury hotels. Making the best of the hotel’s corner location, Pani 
included sparsely decorated curving facades on both of the meeting side streets, 
punctuating the building’s front entrance with two monumental bands of red 
granite that flanked the hotel’s stepped balconies. The hotel’s interior conformed 
to European and U.S. hospitality standards, introducing such unprecedented inno-
vations for Mexico as a roof garden and private bathrooms for each of the suites, 
but its “Mexican” component was equally prominent. Alberto Pani, who in addi-
tion to his official capacities was an avid art collector, commissioned Diego Rivera 
to produce a series of works depicting Mexican folklore in the hotel lobby in an 
effort to provide an authentic representation of national culture for the guests.82 
The painter nevertheless gave his murals a political tone considered undesirable by 
its patrons, including grotesque images of Franklin D. Roosevelt as well as former 
president and Mexican revolutionary hero Plutarco Elías Calles, which led to their 
prompt removal.83 Much as Rivera’s Rockefeller Center mural caused unease, his 
mural painting here proved too volatile a genre for a tourist space.

By the 1960s, including artworks by national artists of international renown in 
high-end hotels was customary in Mexico. This was certainly the case for a proj-
ect contemporary with Legorreta’s Camino Real. The Hotel de México, designed 
by a group of architects including the office of Guillermo Rossell and funded by 
construction industry mogul Manuel Suárez y Suárez, was planned as a major 
urban intervention scheduled to open in time for the Olympics. Promoted as the 
largest hotel in Latin America in its day, its initial project, formulated between 
1966 and 1967, included a museum devoted to the work of David Alfaro Siqueiros. 
This polygonal display space would eventually become the Poliforum Siqueiros, 
which opened only in 1971 and hosted the largest mural ever produced in Mexico, 
Siqueiros’s The March of Humanity.84 Siqueiros’s project was intended to align the 
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Hotel de México with the political legacy of Mexican mural art. Additionally, 
spaces for the display and purchase of “folk” art, just like those included in the 
world’s fairs pavilions of the “miracle,” had been planned for the hotel’s environs. 
In 1967, President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz described all these gestures by the hotel’s 
planners and patrons as emblematic of Mexico’s “open-door” policy for interna-
tional visitors and potential investors.

As with the case of Pani’s Hotel Reforma, aside from its mural and folk art 
museum, nothing else about the Hotel de México’s actual architecture was 
“Mexican” in any conventional sense. A fifty-story slab, the hotel complex was set 
to include such novelties as a rotating restaurant in its top floor, a successor to 
international precedents like the top-floor restaurant at the Space Needle built in 
Seattle for the 1962 World’s Fair. The peculiarities of the Hotel de México’s inte-
rior design were also marketed aggressively, and not necessarily on account of their 
Mexican qualities. For example, the hexagonal shape of the hotel rooms prom-
ised a number of technical and sensorial benefits to its future visitors. Construcción 
Mexicana claimed that not only were hexagonal spaces structurally sound because 
they allowed for an even distribution of stress, a desirable quality for buildings in 
Mexico City’s seismic terrain, but they also presented more ample fields of vision 
for guests, making their experience a more visually dynamic one than that of con-
ventionally square or rectangular rooms.85

Had it opened in time for the Olympics, the Hotel de México would have intro-
duced these unprecedented innovations, but the tower was not finished until 1972, 
and never actually functioned as a hotel. Significantly, though, this hotel project 
shared with the Camino Real and the Hotel Reforma ambitions to provide the 
experience of a cosmopolitan and urban Mexico with significant folkloric compo-
nents. Like Pani before him, Legorreta had close family connections to thank for 
his hotel commission. His cousin, Agustín Legorreta, was not only vice chairman 
of the MOC but also the head of Banamex, Mexico’s national bank, which par-
tially funded the hotel, and a major shareholder of the Camino Real Hotel itself. 
There were nevertheless marked differences between Legorreta’s project and its 
predecessors. The patronage of the Camino Real, which cost a hefty $24 million, 
was of more ostensibly international nature than those that came before it. It grew 
out of a partnership between Mexican entrepreneur José Brockman, Banamex, and 
U.S.-based hotel chain Western Hotels—later to change its name to Westin Hotels. 
Following the expanding geographies of tourism in Mexico, by 1968 Brockman 
had built hotels in Guadalajara, Tampico, Saltillo, Tapachula, and Ciudad Juárez. 
The last of these hotels, finished in 1965, was also designed at the Legorreta office, 
albeit in much less ambitious fashion than its Mexico City counterpart. Whereas 
Legorreta’s Ciudad Juárez hotel was understood as a key component of the 
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PRONAF program to gentrify the U.S.–Mexican border, the Mexico City com-
mission was intended to draw attention and visitors to the booming capital.

“EMOTIONAL” MEXICO
The expectations of cultural authenticity that the Camino Real Hotel negotiated 
were indebted to a long-standing cultivation of Mexico’s perceived dualities and 
contrasts across the spectrum of official culture. Yet, architecturally speaking, much 
of what the hotel introduced was unique. Most significantly, unlike its predecessors 
among Mexico City hotels, the actual spaces of Legorreta’s project (not just the art-
works in it) were perceived to embody culturally specific Mexican traits. Writing 
in 1969, U.S. architecture critic C. Ray Smith praised the hotel’s overall aesthetic, 
claiming that it “looks as though [Mies van der Rohe] and the Aztecs got together as 
a design team.”86 Understanding how the hotel’s architecture engendered this per-
ception compels us to look at more than just its architectural precedents.

Some of the features of Legorreta’s hotel established very specific connections 
to traditions in Mexican architecture. Throughout the hotel Legorreta employed 
sun-dried brick, a material used in pre-Columbian, colonial and modern-day “ver-
nacular” buildings in several regions of Mexico.87 The walls in the common areas 
of the hotel were defined by rough plaster, while floors of exposed volcanic stone 
were used throughout the commission. The Camino Real Hotel also introduced a 
much lower height than virtually all of its Mexico City hotel predecessors, as it was 
designed, in large part according to Barragán and Goeritz’s recommendations, as a 
set of five- and six-story blocks organized in relation to patios and gardens.

This setup directly contradicted the form of the more recent Mexico City 
hotels, not only of the Hotel de México but also of the equally visible Hotel 
María Isabel, a high-rise tower clad in glass finished in 1961 by the office of José 
Villagrán, where Legorreta had worked until 1960, before founding his own office 
with architects Noé Castro and Carlos Vargas that year. Significantly, it was at the 
María Isabel that the MOC established its press headquarters, which included, 
in Salvador Novo’s recollection of their inauguration ceremony, “an ample room 
with desks, telephones, machines with keyboards for forty languages, and a control 
board through which [MOC officials and journalists] will be able to know, within 
minutes, what is happening in the nineteen venues of the [Olympic] games and 
write their chronicles near a bar; a resting room with televisions, another one with 
long-distance phone booths; and, toward the end of the room, a collection of telex 
apparatuses that were already operational.”88 The MOC’s mass-mediated presence 
at the extravagant María Isabel benefited from the transparency of its glass walls, 
which lent a largely fictional appearance of political transparency and public acces-
sibility to its propaganda operations.
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Some foreign visitors critiqued the transparency of the María Isabel Hotel for 
its perceived lack of cultural authenticity. For instance, in a 1962 article written for 
Holiday magazine, George Nelson decried the lack of character of Mexico City’s 
recent hotels, particularly the María Isabel:

It happens to be fashionable to use an extravagant amount of glass in buildings 
these days, and in the María Isabel the use of glass is carried to the very limit: 
there is no other material in the outside wall of each room. This means, from 
the viewpoint of the hotel guest, that the only way to get privacy is to hide in the 
bathroom, or else to pull the heavy draperies across glass wall and turn the lights 
on in the middle of the day. This kind of nonsense is not confined to Mexico; it is 
part of a style that has become truly international. Hotels like those just described 
can be found in Beverly Hills, Barcelona and Bombay.89

Legorreta’s choice of materials and scale for the Camino Real must be understood, 
at least in part, as a reaction against interpretations like Nelson’s. In addition to 
its rough-plastered walls, the hotel’s low-rise layout privileged opacity and private 
space over transparency, and echoed the planning principles of colonial-period 
Mexican haciendas as well as of monastic architecture more generally. Legorreta 
emphasized this perception by describing each of the hotel’s blocks that included 
the guest rooms as “missions,” and giving each a saint’s name. The color scheme 
of the hotel’s interior, coordinated by designers Charles Sevigny and Peter Andes 
from the Knoll office, was also praised for its uniquely Mexican flavor and strong 
emotional effect. It included combinations of red, “Mexican pink” and orange, 
blue and green, brown and gold, and brown and beige, with the first of these com-
binations being most prominent throughout. Because it made a Mexican palette 
central to its design, the hotel was in intimate dialogue with Terrazas and Wyman’s 
circulation and signage projects for the Olympics and their perceived associations 
with the “rainbow” of Mexican folklore.90

The eventual inclusion, in 1969 and 1971, of Tamayo’s murals at the Camino 
Real Hotel aligned this hospitality space with the Hotel Reforma and the Hotel 
de México, which had both featured works by internationally renowned Mexican 
mural painters. Unlike Siqueiros, whose political involvement had led to his impris-
onment in 1960 (the Poliforum was something of a retribution gesture after he was 
freed), Tamayo was a much safer choice. Tamayo did not have a history of political 
involvement like those which Siqueiros shared with the deceased Diego Rivera and 
José Clemente Orozco, the two other muralists, and which, as seen in the case of 
Siqueiros’s inclusion at Mexico’s pavilion for the New York World’s Fair, could 
indeed alienate some U.S. visitors. Given the duality between the international 
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resonance of his work and his appropriation of forms and images drawn from 
pre-Hispanic and folkloric art traditions, Tamayo was also well ensconced within 
the official Mexican cultural apparatus. Indeed, no other artist of the time was so 
widely understood to literally personify Mexico’s simultaneous primitive and cos-
mopolitan attributes.91

In addition to Tamayo’s contribution, both the public spaces and the private 
rooms of Legorreta’s Hotel were decorated with replicas and originals of colo-
nial candlesticks and dressers, many of which contrasted in jarring ways with the 
fully abstract forms of the hotel’s interior, as well as with the minimalist furniture 
designed by Mies van der Rohe and Eero Saarinen that was provided for the Hotel 
by the Knoll design office. Moreover, the hotel’s ability to evoke strong emotional 
responses from its visitors on account of the juxtaposition of these artifacts and 
the sheer power of its color scheme was central to its early mystique. The absence 
of a clear orthogonal circulation route through the Camino Real’s spaces, which 
encouraged circuitous walking instead of highly purposed movement, was addi-
tionally perceived to pay homage to uniquely “Mexican” ways of experiencing 
architecture.92

Widely praised for its poetic effects, the Camino Real Hotel was often described 
as an example of the “emotional” architecture that Goeritz and Barragán had made 
popular in previous decades.93 But what exactly was Mexico’s “emotional” archi-
tecture, and how did Legorreta engage its forms and discourses? Goeritz launched 
his 1953 manifesto, discussed earlier, in defense of El Eco (1953), an experimen-
tal space for art displays and performances defined by the expansive, abstract vol-
umes of its rough-plastered walls painted in primary colors and intended to evoke 
dramatic emotional responses, clear predecessors to the Camino Real’s spaces. 
Goeritz’s collaborations with Barragán had begun to articulate similar kinds of 
emotionally stimulating spaces even before El Eco or the Satellite City Towers, in 
the context of the Gardens of El Pedregal residential subdivision, during the late 
1940s. Barragán and Goeritz promoted the houses of El Pedregal as embodiments 
of Mexico’s unique duality, which included “modern” and “primitive” dimensions. 
Designed and landscaped to take full advantage of the volcanic landscape of the 
southern region of the capital city, which was venerated in pre-Hispanic times and 
where the UNAM campus, the Aztec Stadium, and the Route of Friendship even-
tually would be built, the abstract surfaces and volumes of these modernist houses 
literally grew out of the rugged surfaces of the area’s bedrock.94

Largely as a result of the prestige of El Pedregal and some of the collaborative 
ventures between Goeritz and Barragán that would follow it, narratives about the 
emotional qualities of Mexican modern architecture would, as architectural histo-
rian Keith Eggener shows, eventually gain broad and lasting currency.95 Between 
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the late 1950s and early 1960s, this brand of architecture became increasingly 
attractive for corporate patrons, who multiplied in Mexico City as a result of the 
boom in various types of building, especially industrial building, that the city 
experienced during the “miracle.” Legorreta completed his earliest works at the 
office of Villagrán, where he worked on a number of industrial buildings.96 But his 
first work of significance after establishing his own office in 1960 was the Automex 
car factory built near Toluca, southwest of Mexico City, in 1963. In this project, 
he collaborated with Goeritz for the first time, and also established initial contact 
with Barragán, whom he met at the inauguration ceremony of the factory.97

Like the Camino Real Hotel, Automex was the product of a commission 
that combined Mexican and international capital. The factory’s patron was the 
Mexican-owned subsidiary of the U.S.-based Chrysler Corporation. Despite 
Legorreta’s attempts to downplay Goeritz’s involvement in the project, in designing 
and marketing the factory the sculptor’s intervention was fundamental.98 Visitors 
would enter the Automex factory complex through a tree-lined promenade, the 
conclusion of which was marked by Goeritz’s contribution: two conical structures 
of concrete painted white (Figure 4.11).99 In a 1967 interview, Legorreta claimed 
that, like the circuitous patios and low-rise architecture of his Camino Real Hotel, 
these cones exerted a “humanizing influence” over visitors to the factory, though 
one that operated not by creating common spaces of “human proportions,” but by 
exerting “a tremendous psychological impact,” marked by “man’s encounter with 
volumes whose dimensions are difficult to judge at first sight.”100

The general layout of Legorreta’s factory was clearly indebted to U.S. corpo-
rate architecture, most clearly to Eero Saarinen’s General Motors Technical Center 
in Warren, Michigan (1948–56). Many aspects of the two projects, not least the 
presence in each of emblematic sculptures in addition to offices and workspaces, 
were also quite similar. And yet, these similarities were hardly the focus of litera-
ture of the period, which instead emphasized the perceived Mexican qualities of 
Legorreta’s project. For instance, Progressive Architecture explained Goeritz’s con-
tribution to the project as the result of “a delightful Latin propensity for putting 
up large sculptural objects to ‘advertise’ the existence of a place.” In discussing 
Automex’s relationship to Saarinen’s work, the periodical stressed that the factory’s 
Mexican character stemmed from its ostensibly primitive materials and forms:

The evocative forms of the sawn-off pyramids and the directness of most of the 
materials—native stone, plaster, painted concrete—make [the Automex factory] a 
peculiarly Mexican place, just as the fine machine-tooling of Saarinen’s much vaster 
G.M. Tech Center labels it as unmistakably a Detroit product.101
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The reception of the Automex project in Mexico was 
quite different, and speaks instead to the anxiety gen-
erated by the country’s accelerated industrialization 
during the early 1960s. The architectural periodical Calli portrayed Automex as a 
monument to the ongoing struggle for the nationalization of the car industry in 
Mexico, a dramatic confrontation between an exploited third-world nation and 
its neocolonialist oppressors: “The struggle is harsh, difficult; when in exchange 
of many lives and sacrifices one foreign power is expelled, another, greater one 
manages to infiltrate itself, take over the place left by the former one; this is what 
has happened throughout our history as a nation trying to become independent.” 
“But through . . . our struggles for vindication,” Calli’s editors went on, referring 
to Legorreta’s project as the result of one such struggle, “part of these [industrial] 
resources come to be possessed by the nation.”102

Calli language closely parallels the accommodationist rhetoric of government-
sponsored labor associations in Mexico since the late 1940s, and indeed posi-
tions a design project as a central component of this rhetoric. This language often 
acknowledged the dependence of Mexico’s industrial system on foreign capital, 

Figure 4.11. Ricardo Legorreta, Automex 
Car Factory, Toluca, 1963. Mathias Goeritz, 
sculptor. Calli (February 1964).
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yet presented the collaboration between Mexican labor and industrialists as cen-
tral to the protection of “national” economic interests. This language also emerged 
alongside the culture of charrismo, defined by the emergence of union leaders loyal 
to the PRI appointed by the party in sites of potential conflict between unions 
and the state apparatus. As discussed in earlier chapters, the uneasy pact between 
state leadership and labor came under significant stress during the railway workers’ 
strikes of the late 1950s, which were part of a generalized context of labor unrest. 
During the early 1960s, the panorama of state–labor relationships had become 
even more complex. Mexico’s car industry played an especially prominent role in 
debates about Mexico’s economic development, as automobile production became 
the centerpiece of López Mateos’s import-substitution strategy, especially through 
the initial passage of the Automotive Integration Decree in August 1962. Initially, 
this decree established that by 1964 every automobile bought in Mexico had to 
have been manufactured by Mexican workers, although, after tense negotiations 
between U.S. automakers, the U.S. State Department, and Mexican government 
officials, the decree was rewritten to require that only 60 percent of the value of 
automobiles had to be produced in Mexico. This measure, alongside the defense 
of an economic policy that encouraged foreign corporations to invest alongside 
national ones, was one of the key elements of Finance Minister Antonio Ortiz 
Mena’s (1958–70) “stabilizing development” policies. Although unsuccessful in 
the long run, these policies were intended to maintain high levels of international 
capital investment in Mexico and to minimize domestic dissent stemming from 
economic inequity.103

During the early 1960s, car manufacturing by Mexican workers at Mexican-
owned factories was officially promoted as the driving force behind what gov-
ernment officials described as Mexico’s “second industrial revolution,” and an 
effort was made to present its friendly aspects both to the general public and to 
an increasingly restless workforce. As Steven Bachelor demonstrates, this process 
entailed recasting Mexican industrial workers as part of a transnational “family” of 
economically productive actors. Largely following a Fordist model, which entailed 
the molding of workers’ work and leisure habits within and beyond the factory, 
in Mexico the public face of the emerging automotive industry heavily domi-
nated by U.S. interests reflected “Americanizations” of all types. These practices 
ranged from the systematic erosion of political involvement among laborers in 
the car industry, to the aggressive encouragement of consumption patterns among 
Mexican laborers that emulated those of their U.S. counterparts, to the regulation 
of company-sponsored social, sports, and cultural activities.104

The “humanizing” Automex towers participated in this process and, like other 
formally abstract works by Goeritz that monumentalized the flow and exchange of 
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speculative capital, national as well as foreign, they reified the growth of Mexico’s 
car industry, at once spectacularizing and erasing from view the social relations of 
production that conditioned this divisive process. In a July 1968 newspaper inter-
view, Legorreta reinforced this perception, claiming that the Automex towers not 
only helped make the factory a memorable “point of reference,” acting as a brand-
ing device to help render its patron company recognizable to the public; their aes-
thetic appeal also drew in and soothed the urban workforce compelled to move out 
to the periphery of the city for work, bringing further economic advantages to the 
corporation and psychological ones to the workplace.105 Here again, as in the tense 
negotiation with Coatlinchán’s dwellers, a design intervention was positioned at 
the very node of difficult relationships between the capital city and its expanding 
industrial and urban periphery.

Geographically, the Automex factory was located in the middle of an expanding 
industrial ring district west of Mexico City. Planners, architects, and policy man-
agers in the early 1960s had formulated attempts to harness and efficiently manage 
this terrain. For example, in a description of a project for the industrial zoning of 
Tlalnepantla, at the time an industrial district in the northern periphery of the 
capital, architect Augusto Pérez Palacios had described the industrialization of for-
merly rural land as “an extremely painful process that creates enormous problems,” 
and the role of the state, responsible for stimulating industry, as including not just 
the exercise of its executive authority, but also “an oversight that is friendly and 
creates confidence so as to attempt to guarantee . . . the harmonious and balanced 
development of industry.”106

In his description of the social and psychological benefits of the design of his 
factory in the 1968 interview, Legorreta made more explicit mention of the tense 
labor relations that were an integral part of this social compact, arguing that the 
factory’s architectural form could help palliate the painful effects that the need to 
migrate toward the periphery of the city in order to seek work caused its labor-
ers to experience. “The least a middle-class worker wants in compensation for his 
absence from the urban context,” Legorreta claimed, referring problematically to 
the working-class contingent of laborers at factories like the one he had designed, 
“is a pleasant work environment.”107 Here again, as in the interventions of their 
more “official” colleagues like Ramírez Vázquez, Legorreta and Goeritz inter-
vened in an attempt to sublimate social tensions between labor, the state, and pri-
vate capital. The perceived commercial and psychological advantages of Goeritz 
and Legorreta’s work drew wide praise in the United States. For instance, pho-
tographer Hans Beacham articulated these positive views in his The Architecture 
of Mexico: Yesterday and Today (1969). “In every part of [Mexico],” Beacham wrote 
about the Automex factory, “industrialists are discovering that efficiency reports 
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and production programs can be pleasantly influenced by a carefully designed 
and maintained environment.” Describing Automex as “a community in which 
extreme functionalism meshes happily with art,” Beacham translated political ten-
sions into the language of art criticism, dwelling on the uneasy marriage of “emo-
tional” architecture and Mexico’s miraculous industrialization.108

As discussed in this book’s introduction, Mexico’s mid-twentieth-century 
industrialization was a process fraught with uncertainty and anxiety among think-
ers in Mexico and elsewhere, but it was also a politically charged process through 
which the state’s persuasive powers were both exerted and tested. Incorporating 
labor interests into the agenda of the modernizing state was not a simple process. 
Although it was envisioned as a device to appease potentially volatile labor rela-
tions, the Automex factory was not meant to appease laborers all on its own. The 
factory’s early reception inscribed it into the panorama of urban leisure for the 
working and middle classes to which the new museums of the Mexican capital and 
the refurbished spaces of Chapultepec Park also belonged. The issue of Calli cited 
earlier makes this connection explicit. In addition to its discussion of the Automex 
factory’s economic and political significance, it also discusses the redesigned 
Chapultepec Park, including its new museums of Anthropology (MNA), Modern 
Art (MAM), and Natural History. While Automex is discussed in an article titled 
“Where Do You Work?” the account of Chapultepec Park is titled “Where Do 
You Have Fun?” and the section devoted to the new museums appears under the 
title “Where Do You Cultivate Yourself?” Finally, in a section titled “Where Do 
You Live?” Calli presents the San Juan de Aragón housing project, inaugurated by 
President López Mateos on November 20, 1964, the official celebration date of the 
Mexican Revolution. San Juan de Aragón was designed as a state-sponsored, low- to 
middle-income housing project by architects Héctor Velázquez and Ramón Torres, 
collaborators of Ramírez Vázquez at the School of Medicine at the University City, 
on the site of former communal agricultural or ejido lands in what was at the time 
the northwestern periphery of Mexico City. As with the production of other hous-
ing projects within the boundaries of the expanding Mexican capital, here again a 
conflict over the exploitation and management of land and its associated resources 
defined the production of a significant design intervention.109

Drawn up by Calli’s articles is an ideal map of the expanding capital city where 
different design interventions fit neatly into a seemingly harmonious picture of 
economic and urban growth. Also present in this picture is the capital’s relent-
less expansion, a process that literally consumed the former agricultural and rural 
landscapes that surrounded it through the construction of housing and industrial 
facilities. Calli translates into the languages of architecture and planning an idyllic 
vision of the economic panorama that Ortiz Mena and the advocates of the capital 
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city’s industrialized and urbanized growth envisioned. Also conjured up synech-
dochically by these articles is a national-scale vision, a projection of the capital 
city’s economic and industrial evolution as a possible image of the expansion of 
heavy industry, mass leisure and cultural indoctrination along similar lines in all of 
Mexico. Included as the human component within these wish-images is the profile 
of the ideal, normative subject of the postrevolutionary state, a male laborer who 
operates as the head of household in a nuclear family; who is employed by the 
expanding industrial sector supported by the state; is housed by the state’s bounty; 
is fully entertained by the state-sponsored leisurely attractions added to the cap-
ital city; and is edified by the cultural institutions with which the state has also 
endowed the capital city where he lives. Decisively profiled in Calli’s articles is the 
image of a thankful and patriotic laborer-consumer who partakes of the economic 
and cultural benefits of Mexico’s hegemonic arrangement and does little to chal-
lenge its normative ambitions. As it would become clear shortly after these arti-
cles appeared, these ideal subjects of Mexican developmentalism were becoming 
increasingly scarce.

THE PREDICAMENT OF TRANSLATION
In words as much as through buildings and their images, Goeritz perpetuated 
the notion that “emotional” architecture could provide foreigners and Mexicans 
alike with access to the contradictions between old and new, industrialized and 
underdeveloped, folkloric and cosmopolitan dimensions that, in his view and 
those of other official cultural figures, structured Mexico’s existential condition. 
Conveniently, Goeritz abstracts potentially explosive social relations from the rosy 
picture that his writings and artworks construct. Precisely in his introduction to 
Beacham’s The Architecture of Mexico, Goeritz argues that throughout the history of 
Mexican architecture “the contrasts of old and new are placed abruptly together, 
one against the other .  .  . without hesitation, without compassion.” “The forcing 
together of varied forms and ideas,” he claims, “results in a paradoxical unity that 
would be simply impossible in any other culture.”110

For Goeritz the traumatic coordinates of Paz’s Laberinto, those of the forced 
historical trauma of Mexico’s conquest and its multiple historical reverberations, 
collectively draw up the cultural specificities of Mexico’s national ethos. Retaining 
their violent character only in purely aesthetic terms, however, these coordinates 
don’t translate into Paz’s episodes of cyclical violence or any other volatile historical 
conditions, and instead become part of a timeless tableau of static juxtapositions. 
Even more so than his interventions at the Camino Real Hotel, the project that 
marked the official sanction of Goeritz’s ideas and provided him with the oppor-
tunity to materialize them into a project was his Route of Friendship. In addition 
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to its ambitions to spawn urbanization in the 
city’s periphery, for those visiting Mexico City 
and traversing the Route in moving vehicles, 
the project was intended to provide a carefully 
designed set of views of Mexico’s emotional 
landscape, where abstract, monumental vol-
umes emerged out of the primitive landscape 

of the still undeveloped areas of the capital’s periphery. This carefully designed 
environment was meant to dramatically embody the structure of contradictory 
juxtapositions that Goeritz positioned as the key to unlocking Mexico’s existen-
tial condition, recasting a panorama of contentious social relations as a peaceful, 
tourist-friendly journey of purely aesthetic value.

The most privileged among Olympic visitors would experience traces of this 
emotional landscape at the Camino Real Hotel as well. After Calder agreed to 
participate at the Route of Friendship with El Sol Rojo, Goeritz introduced him 
to Legorreta, who commissioned a sculpture of his, an untitled stabile, for the 
Camino Real.111 This stabile transposed some of the Route of Friendship’s design 
logic into the organization of the hotel’s interior spaces. As part of a network of art 
objects inside the hotel, the function of Calder’s work was understood primarily in 
relation to patterns of circulation. It was presented in dramatic fashion: upon turn-
ing the corner of one of the hotel’s corridors, visitors would be overwhelmed by 
its presence, which literally filled its own room (Figure 4.12). Lit to emphasize its 
large size, the sculpture would rarefy visitors’ perception of the scale of its display 
space, dwarfing the room in which it stood. Legorreta and Calder intended the 
sculpture to have just this effect, analogous to the one that Legorreta intended the 
Automex towers to have in the context of the car factory. Encountering the Calder 
stabile, circulating hotel guests would get a taste of Mexico’s unexpected spatial 
and formal juxtapositions, echoing the similar effect that the installations of colo-
nial and modernist objects in their hotel rooms, also literal expressions of Mexico’s 
existential contradictions, exerted.

Goeritz’s further contributions to the Camino Real created similar effects in 
a few crucial instances. For the hotel grounds, he designed a set of monumental 
cylinders in painted white concrete. Like their obvious predecessors, the towers 
at Automex, his Camino Real towers were designed primarily with dramatic effect 
in mind. Intended to prove overwhelming to visitors, the towers also acted as a 
dividing wall between the hotel and an adjacent street on its east end. Before they 
encountered these monumental towers or any other hotel features, visitors would 
confront an even more dramatic setting devised by Goeritz and Barragán (Figure 
4.13). A metal door by the sculptor greeted them just as a dramatic fountain 

Figure 4.13. Ricardo Legorreta, Camino Real 
Hotel, Mexico City, 1968, view of entrance 
fountain. C. Fundación Armando Salas 
Portugal.

Figure 4.12. Ricardo Legorreta, Camino Real 
Hotel, Mexico City, 1968, view of Calder 
stabile in hotel. C. Fundación Armando Salas 
Portugal.
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marking the hotel entrance appeared before them. Fueled by a water-jet system, 
the fountain, designed by sculptor Isamu Noguchi, would create large whirlpools 
and splashes, while dramatic lighting from below heightened the aggressiveness of 
the moving water. Enveloped by large, windowless walls that magnified the sound 
of the water, the fountain’s effect was intended to stir visitors’ emotions, acting as a 
prelude to what they would experience at the hotel.

If Goeritz’s towers in the hotel garden were clear successors to the monuments 
at Automex, the fountain had at least one direct precedent in earlier works by him 
and Barragán. For the entrance to the Gardens of El Pedregal, a similar space as the 
entrance to the Camino Real had been constructed: a fountain of splashing water 
flanked by a metal door and a stone sculpture by Goeritz, El Animal del Pedregal, 
marked the monumental entrance to the luxury suburb.112 For the hotel’s interior, 
Goeritz produced an artwork as arresting as the fountain entryway, a mural plated 
in gold that he positioned at the top of the stairs leading from the hotel’s main ves-
tibule. The golden mural was placed in a space immediately adjacent to the Calder 
stabile, covering the better part of a wall perceived gradually as visitors walked 
up a flight of stairs. Gold leaf was a glamorous texture of decoration in its own 
right, and it contrasted starkly with the carpeting of the stairs, which was origi-
nally of a deep red color. The use of gold also tied the modern mural to colonial-
period devotional art in Mexico, which Goeritz had long appropriated as a source 
of inspiration.113

To be sure, the intensity of the Camino Real Hotel’s emotional experience was 
largely produced in dialogue with international trends in hotel design, and as a 
response to the expectations of foreigners. C. Ray Smith claimed that hotels of the 
mid-twentieth century, not just in Mexico, were forced to accommodate a differ-
ent set of expectations from their customers as a result of the increased speed of 
travel and ensuing brevity of tourists’ hotel stays: “Now, the jet set buzzes about so 
quickly, and businessmen, conventioners, and tourists stay for such comparatively 
short periods, that they do not need all the familiar comforts of ‘a home away from 
home.’” On account of the shortened stays of customers, he argued, the aims of 
hotels had changed and, as a result of more condensed visits, hotels had to provide 
not only a sense of glamour more intense than they had to before, but also a more 
profound impression of cultural authenticity: “Hotels must provide some idea of 
genius loci, of the romantic distance [from the culture being visited] that the trav-
eler sought.”114

Among international precedents for the Camino Real, perhaps only Danish 
architect Arne Jacobsen’s Royal SAS Hotel and attached Airport Terminal (1960) 
in Copenhagen, which provided a dramatic set of modernist environments based 
on the collaboration of members of the architect’s office and interior and furniture 



19
1

To
ta

l 
De

si
gn

 o
f 

 a
n 

Ol
ym

pi
c 

M
et

ro
po

li
s

designers, was comparable to Legorreta’s collaboration with international members 
of the Knoll office as well as the many artists involved with his hotel.115 Emblematic 
of a specifically Scandinavian approach to design to some extent, Jacobsen’s work 
was not quite as explicitly promoted as representative of a particular cultural pro-
file as Legorreta’s project. Mexico, writers of the day emphasized incessantly, was a 
distinctive and exotic location precisely because it engendered expectations for dra-
matic and wide-ranging contradictions, as Beacham would most eloquently artic-
ulate in his 1969 photographic essay. In Mexico, he claimed, in terms that almost 
exactly approximate the effects that the Camino Real hoped to exert on its guests, 
“the foreigner can rarely become jaded” and is actually “in danger of expecting to be 
surprised at every turn.”116

The Camino Real Hotel exacerbated these expectations and effects, but it also 
operated as a space of cultural translation in a more literal sense, and not with-
out generating significant organizational tension. Alongside Mexico City’s Centro 
Médico (1963), the hotel served as the primary Olympic convention center, host-
ing such important events as the plenary sessions of the International Olympic 
Committee (IOC). To organize these events, the Olympic bureaucratic apparatus 
and the hotel management came to a number of uneasy encounters. An IOC doc-
ument describing Olympic protocol, for instance, lists as necessary at the hotel, 
for the duration of the Olympics, “simultaneous translation facilities,” noting that 
English, French, Spanish, and Russian were compulsory, while the inclusion of 
translation services and personnel in other languages was left “at the discretion of 
[the local] Organizing Committee.”117 Many of the international Olympic guests, 
notably IOC president Avery Brundage, demanded the presence of translation staff 
as well as sophisticated translation equipment in their hotel rooms. Facing a wide 
range of economic pressures and possessing only a small, specialized workforce 
devoted to providing translation services, the MOC met most of these demands 
only grudgingly.118

TOTALIZING ATTEMPTS, PARTIAL EFFECTS
Calder’s stabile at the hotel and the rest of its labyrinthine spaces may have estab-
lished pointed spatial connections between the hotel and the Route of Friendship, 
but the connections between the privately sponsored venture and the official pro-
paganda effort relied on a closer but less obvious dialogue between media. Indeed, 
immediately after working for the MOC, Lance Wyman designed a branding 
campaign for the Camino Real Hotel, having been recommended for the job to 
Legorreta by Goeritz himself.119 As it had for his Olympic graphic system, for the 
hotel project Wyman’s experience as a corporate designer in the United States 
came in handy.
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As John Harwood notes in his analysis of the branding of IBM during the mid-
twentieth century, the act of branding entails a complex set of exchanges of value 
among commodities. A logo, Harwood notes, “is an object that adheres to other 
objects and manufactures a topological equivalence; much as money grants objects 
exchange value through its putative status as both a universal ‘medium of exchange’ 
and guarantor of absolute value, the logo grants objects identity with one another.” 
Because it does not identify the state itself, the custodian of the brand of printed 
currency, the corporate logo differs from money in the way in which it assigns 
objects their worth. It demarcates the property of a private patron from all else, 
but it also engenders a parallel reality wherein it bears the prestige of the patron 
when displayed on its attached objects. A logo is thus “the most fundamental act of 
de-sign-ation at the beginning of the design program, a marking out that engenders 
a conceptual and spatial separation from that which does not bear it.”120

This understanding of branding is directly related to the practice of industrial 
designer Paul Rand, who was central to the creation of the IBM design program. 
A fundamental figure in the rise of corporate design in the United States, Wyman 
has often acknowledged Rand’s formative influence on all of his early interven-
tions, including those he formulated at the office of William Schmidt and his work 
for General Motors, experiences that prefigure his interventions in Mexico. At the 
Camino Real, Wyman operated with a similar logic in mind, creating a graphi-
cally dispersed system that bestowed the prestige of the Camino Real brand to a 
wide range of objects and spaces associated with the hotel commission (Figures 
4.14 and 4.15). Echoing the simultaneous “folkloric” and “international” aspects of 
his Mexico ’68 logo, Wyman based his Camino Real logo on the heavily abstracted 
shape of architectural details from buildings at the pre-Columbian site of Tula, in 
the state of Hidalgo. Rendered abstract enough to retain only faint references to 
this “original” source while remaining conversant with the language of abstract art 
and advertising typography, these patterns read as the initials “C” and “R,” which 
stood for the hotel’s name. Wyman merged the two initials to create a unified 
image, which took various materializations throughout the hotel—it was enlarged 
and rendered three-dimensional through a sculpture at the hotel entrance; it was 
emblazoned on the clothing of hotel staff; and it was featured on all printed mate-
rials that the hotel management disseminated.

Dispersed across its various incarnations, this graphic system’s operation was 
as expansive as the one that Wyman had designed for the Olympics, and which 
Terrazas attempted to translate into an urban planning campaign. Like the Olympic 
branding effort, the Camino Real graphic system was intended to create an envi-
ronment where hotel visitors felt fully immersed in the presence of commodities 
and spaces they could readily identify with a specific patron. Yet it was not just 
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a “look” that Legorreta’s hospitality space and the 
major propaganda event shared, important though 
their respective “looks” were. A crucial selling point 
of the Olympic campaign was its promotion as an 
ambitious work of total design, a claim that, given 
the top-down organization of Ramírez Vázquez’s various teams devoted to archi-
tectural, advertising, exhibitions, and diplomacy matters, was, from a logistical 
perspective, at least partially true. But the effort to brand the Olympic campaign as 
a work of total design also held considerable rhetorical value in and of itself. This 
effort not only afforded the Olympic project a degree of credibility within the 
architectural and design circles that valued this approach, which reached its hey-
day in the mid-to-late 1960s; it also made the Olympic organization committee’s 
claims to bureaucratic transparency and efficiency easier to sell to the Mexican and 
international publics.121 To put it differently, the presentation of the Olympic cam-
paign as a carefully designed “product” belied the lack of transparency, widespread 
inefficiency, and encounters with social contestation that defined the organization 
of Mexico ’68 in reality.

With a much tidier commission than the larger Olympics under his watch, 
Legorreta emphasized the collaborative ways in which the hotel had been pro-
duced at every turn, strategically emulating the Olympic organizational discourse. 
He paid particular emphasis to the unprecedented degree to which designers had 
interacted with architects, sculptors, and artists. His team, like the Olympic design 
team, was in fact an international one, more so than the teams that any other hotel 
in Mexico City had employed.122 Like the organization of the Olympics itself, 
this international gathering of talent had been vertically organized and bureau-
cratically managed. So intimate was the relationship between the designed pub-
lic image of the two projects, the hotel and the Olympics, that the organizational 

Figure 4.14. Lance Wyman, designer, Camino 
Real Hotel logo, 1968. 

Figure 4.15. Lance Wyman, wearable logos 
for Camino Real Hotel staff, 1968. Design by 
Lance Wyman and Julia Murdoch.
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chart Legorreta used in November 1967 to describe the making of the hotel was 
precisely like those used to diagram the Olympic campaign around the same time 
(Figures 4.16, 4.17). The figurehead of a large bureaucratized enterprise, in the 
diagram Legorreta positions himself in the role of a facilitator and administrator 
dabbling in various aspects of design, but having full control over none.

Yet, just as with the Olympic branding campaign, which clashed with multiple 
kinds of organizational and political obstacles, the totalizing ambitions to create a 
national scenography at the Olympic hotel were ultimately fractured by class and 
social divides. In other words, just whose “Mexico” was so dramatically showcased 
at the Camino Real was not obvious, precisely in light of the project’s graphically 
dispersed, organizationally diffused, and internationally staffed nature. Even for 
the most enthusiastic commentators, the legibility of Legorreta’s hotel as a Mexican 

Figure 4.16. Ricardo Legorreta, organizational 
chart for design process of Camino Real Hotel, 
1968. Legorreta Arquitectos is at the center of 
a node of diverse agencies that collaborated in 
the design and construction of the Camino Real 
Hotel. Arquitectura México 99 (September–
December 1967).



Figure 4.17. This diagram presents Ramírez 
Vázquez, chairman of the Mexican Olympic 
Committee, as the direct connector between 
every bureaucratic agency involved with 
Mexico ’68 and the two most powerful 
politicians behind it: Alfonso Corona del Rosal, 
regente of Mexico City, and Gustavo Díaz 
Ordaz, president of Mexico. Archivo General 
de la Nación (AGN), Mexico City.
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space was entirely dependent on the national origins, and, more significantly, on 
the class background of those on the receiving end of the message:

[T]o the man in the street in Mexico (admittedly the man in his Mercedes in 
the street), the Camino Real is somewhat foreign. Explanations have it that this 
is because the class of Mexican who would normally visit such a luxury hotel is 
known to prefer “French furniture.”123

The alignment between the agendas of private corporate patrons and those of the 
state’s cultural apparatus was long-standing in the Mexican tourist industry. The 
exclusionary nature of this compact was also long-standing, and in the case of 
the Camino Real Hotel’s construction, this exclusionary logic was literally man-
ifested in the displacement of mostly middle-income residents of the area east 
of Chapultepec Park, where the hotel was built, as a result of its construction.124 
Never before the Olympics, however, had the alignment between private capital, 
the tourist industry, and the state been visually systematized and internationally 
promoted through a unified set of graphic and urban interventions. Yet, after com-
pletion of their projects for the Olympics and the Camino Real Hotel, Wyman 
and Terrazas continued to be active in large-scale commissions that blurred the 
boundaries between the interests of the exhibitionist state and the corporate forces 
aligned with them. In the production of the subway system during the late 1960s, 
these two figures and many others formulated projects that were positioned pre-
cisely where these interests intersected with the social and political tensions of the 
Mexican capital city. In the case of the underground venture, however, the agendas 
of the presidential and municipal power circles were just as visible as the corporate 
and technological forces that fueled its completion.
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P
ublic works, especially those of the monumental kind, occupy a place of 
special importance in all of Salvador Novo’s writings, and in the 1967 edi-
tion of his New Mexican Grandeur they are especially significant.1 In this 
book, infrastructure takes center stage, as Novo almost discusses more 

transportation networks to move through Mexico City than actual attractions 
located there. He seems especially fascinated by the Anillo Periférico (1964), the 
new speedway that, in his words, allows visitors to “drive round the edges of the 
city, with many points of entry and exit connecting with other new, wide streets,” 
several of which lead “very quickly to the airport.”2 Because it facilitates the flow of 
tourists and investors drawn to the Mexican capital for business and for pleasure, 
in Novo’s narrative this urban thoroughfare inhabits the same discursive space that 
hospitality venues like the Camino Real Hotel occupy. Although physically rooted 
in the fabric of Mexico City, these are also spaces of transnational interconnection 
that extend Mexico City’s cosmopolitan reach beyond national boundaries.

In 1973, the Sistema de Transporte Colectivo (STC), the subway’s official man-
aging agency, published a lavish book to commemorate the opening of the first 
three lines of Mexico City’s subway. Picking up where New Mexican Grandeur 
had left off, Novo’s contribution to this volume discusses the vicissitudes brought 
about by Mexico City’s growth since the sixteenth century, particularly the city’s 
explosive expansion since the mid-1940s, and the planning responses undertaken 
to enhance the city’s navigability over time. In Novo’s narrative, these responses 
follow a clear developmentalist path toward the ever-facilitated flow of moving 
bodies and commodities through the urban fabric. “A first solution,” Novo argues, 
“was to open . . . new circulation routes and avenues: Circunvalación, the Tasqueña, 

five

Subterranean 
Scenographies

Time Travel at the  
Mexico City Metro
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the Universidad Avenue, the Viaducto, the Calzada de Tlalpan for rapid transit, 
and finally, the magnificent Periférico.” Despite the construction of all these roads 
and highways, however,

[t]he great step was missing: the most audacious one, always pushed back by 
doubts about whether the liquid entrails of a city built over water would sustain 
the penetration of a complex system of massive transportation, which could no 
longer be held back as the perfect solution to similar problems emerging in other 
major world cities.3

Novo describes two epicenters of the Olympic building campaign as significant 
sites of Mexico City’s mid-twentieth-century modernization. The Aztec Stadium 
was a monument of significance to the life of the capital city before the Olympics, 
and graphic and sculptural interventions rendered the stadium itself and the 
Calzada de Tlalpan, which connects the stadium to the city, into one of the most 
important venues of Mexico ’68. The Anillo Periférico provided the setting for 
Mathias Goeritz’s Route of Friendship, which, as we have seen, converted a section 
of this recent work of urban infrastructure into a permanent site for “public” art 
that was simultaneously a site for the performance of Goeritz’s problematic cul-
tural cosmopolitanism. Novo’s account thus aestheticizes the intersections between 
the Mexican capital’s transformations in longue durée and the changes effected upon 
the city by the Olympic campaign, celebrating the construction of the subway sys-
tem as the pinnacle of an encompassing sequence of improvements that positions 
the Mexican capital at the center of several networks of political, economic, and 
cultural exchange.

Novo’s claims are historically accurate on two grounds: by the end of the 1960s 
the potential construction of a subway was a topic of great interest among planners 
and bureaucrats in Mexico City; and, more significantly, the discursive, aesthetic, 
and ideological alignment between the Olympic and subway projects was very real. 
Yet what Novo describes as a unified sequence of interventions actually resulted 
from a fractious political field. The widening of existing streets and the creation of 
new streets as well as the Periférico mostly benefited bus lines and drivers of pri-
vate cars. Regente Uruchurtu believed that vehicles that circulated above the surface 
should be given preeminence, partially as a result of his strong ties to the automo-
tive industry, to bus-line operators, and to middle-class urban dwellers, constitu-
encies that his reforms tended to favor. By contrast, planners, entrepreneurs, and 
politicians with a different set of agendas for the city’s future supported the sub-
way. These figures favored the creation of a network of rapid transit that relieved 
some of the pressure that the roads of the city, especially those located in the city 
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center, were being subjected to, and which could help minimize the circulation 
of vehicles in the city above the surface. Many of these figures also believed that 
the underground system would help free up commercial and residential real estate 
for increased speculation aboveground, and that the gentrification of the working- 
and lower-middle-class spaces in the city would inevitably ensue. As we shall see, 
for quite some time these two visions of the Mexican capital’s future were embat-
tled, and they would never quite find an easy resolution.

NAVIGABILITY QUESTIONS
The debate about the feasibility and convenience of a subway in Mexico City 
began during the early decades of the twentieth century. In 1938, for instance, the 
year that the much-vaunted Moscow subway system, famous for the elaborateness 
of the architecture and public art of its stations, was inaugurated, planner Adolfo 
Zamora addressed the possibility of building a subway in the context of the six-
teenth International Planning and Housing Conference, hosted in Mexico City. 
Zamora decried Mexico City’s possession of only one civic and commercial center 
in the environs of the Zócalo, owing to the capital’s sixteenth-century planning 
in accordance with Spanish-American traditions, which were based on the exis-
tence of one primary central square around which cities grew.4 In addition, Mexico 
City’s subsoil, soft because the city was built over aquifers and was rattled peri-
odically by severe earthquakes, “makes any subterranean or elevated alternative 
so expensive as to be practically unfeasible, so that all circulation matters must be 
resolved only involving elements of the [street] surface.” “From our point of view,” 
he concluded, “there is only one way,”

[a]nd that is to do away with the center . . . through a demolition of what exists and a 
reconstruction of a simplified center . . . or by dissolving the center into the mass 
of the city.5

Zamora’s advocacy of a tabula rasa approach to planning and his interest in urban 
decentralization align him with a number of his Mexican and international con-
temporaries. For instance, the primary propositions of Carlos Contreras Elizondo’s 
influential 1933 plan for Mexico City were decentralization, the regulation of the 
capital city’s growth, and the preservation of the monumental fabric of its historic 
center.6 Trained as an urban planner at Columbia University, in 1927 Contreras 
became the founding director of the Asociación Nacional de Planificadores de la 
República Mexicana (ANPRM). In addition to his plan for the capital, Contreras 
formulated plans for Monterrey (1927), Veracruz (1929), and Acapulco (1929), 
all of which emphasized urban navigability around monumental urban centers. 
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Contreras also authored a set of planning prerogatives for Mexican cities that 
became the basis for the General Planning Law passed in 1930. Although the accel-
erated growth of the city at this time undermined some of their core principles, 
Zamora’s and Contreras’s calls for urban decentralization and enhanced naviga-
bility in the early decades of the twentieth century prefigure the logic behind the 
creation of the UNAM campus and other nodes of urban development through-
out Mexico City’s expanding fabric by midcentury. Their emphasis on urban 
thoroughfares as epicenters of urban growth is also strongly reflected in Mathias 
Goeritz’s urban interventions of the 1950s and 1960s and resonates with those by 
architects like Pani and Ramírez Vázquez that determined the capital’s dispersed 
condition by the late 1960s.

Ramírez Vázquez was among the many professionals who addressed the tran-
sit problem of the Mexican capital. An advisee of established planner José Luis 
Cuevas as a student at the UNAM, as early as 1948 the future architect-politician 
was selected to formulate a plan for the city of Frontera in the state of Tabasco, 
where he was also active in the design and construction of prefabricated schools 
through CAPFCE. He was also an original member of the Sociedad Mexicana de 
Planificación (SMP), a seven-person committee founded in 1958 that largely fol-
lowed the institutional path carved out by the ANPRM in the 1920s.7 The Sociedad 
wielded considerable influence because of the politically connected backgrounds 
of its members. Additional founding members included Pani, a significant propo-
nent of planning initiatives to enhance the navigability of Mexican cities; architect 
Raúl Cacho, highly active in architectural and planning circles in Mexico since the 
1940s; and engineer Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, the son of former president Lázaro 
Cárdenas and a politician active in the PRI. The Sociedad systematically decried 
the conditions of Mexico City’s public transportation system in the specialized and 
popular press, calling for construction of a subway. “It is undeniable,” architect 
and Sociedad member Mauricio Gómez Mayorga claimed in a Calli article in 1960, 
“that if we had a subway system such as those that exist in the main cities of the 
world . . . we would have at least palliated the difficult conditions in which we now 
find ourselves.”8 Gómez Mayorga was one of the most radical critics of Mexico 
City’s expansion and saw the increase in density and size of the capital as much 
more than an infrastructural problem. Instead, he believed that curbing the unfet-
tered growth of cities throughout Mexico represented one of the primary political 
challenges that the state had to address.9

Ramírez Vázquez’s involvement with planning strengthened his presidential 
ties as much as his extensive work on the design of museums and pavilions. He 
became head of the Urbanism Commission of the Council for Economic and 
Social Planning, an agency created as part of the presidential campaign of López 
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Mateos. In June 1958, during the campaign, Ramírez Vázquez sent the would-be 
president a series of proposals to address Mexico City’s public transportation woes, 
one of them for a subway system.10 In October 1958, after López Mateos became 
president, Ramírez Vázquez submitted a report to him that described Mexico City 
as “monstrous and deformed, dehumanized and inefficient,” and restated the need 
for an underground transit system.11 Rodríguez Kuri suggests that, on account of 
the proximity to the presidential hopeful that he established through these proj-
ects, the architect-politician expected López Mateos to designate him Mexico City 
regente after he was elected to the presidency. Yet on December 1, 1958, López 
Mateos ratified Ernesto Uruchurtu as regente, the position he had been awarded 
by former president Ruiz Cortines. Thus Uruchurtu, who would oppose the sub-
way project until his resignation in 1967, may have essentially gotten in Ramírez 
Vázquez’s way.12

Uruchurtu was not the only influential figure to oppose the subway, and his 
arguments against it had considerable support. Antonio Rodríguez, an art historian 
who would become a key promoter of the subway’s positive social and spatial effects 
by the early 1970s, initially favored Uruchurtu’s position. In an article published in 
September 1965 in the popular magazine Siempre! Rodríguez acknowledged that 
enhanced networks of transportation were necessary to ensure movement through 
the city during the Olympics, and argued that the Olympics had to become “a 
pretext to solve or to contribute to the solution of the city’s major problems.”13 
However, he claimed that Uruchurtu had “demonstrated” that building a subway 
would hike up the cost of transportation around the city far too much. Hence, if, as 
Uruchurtu claimed, Mexico City’s subway system would end up being comparable 
in cost to San Francisco’s BART (Bay Area Rapid Transit), then under construc-
tion and expected to “cost twelve thousand five hundred million pesos,” the price 
tag for a subway was simply “prohibitive.”

Rodríguez also objected to the subway because it was not part of a holis-
tic modernization plan for the capital. He argued that the subway would “in no 
way contribute to the integral modernization of [Mexico City],” since it would 
leave “extremely modern swaths in an underdeveloped [urban] context.” While it 
“would facilitate transportation,” it “would not contribute anything to the beau-
tification of the city.” Subways were largely invisible in cities, and, in terms of 
monumental architecture, a subway in Mexico City could at best yield “an inter-
esting station.” In addition, there was an aesthetic argument to be made against 
the subway, owing to the capital city’s geographic peculiarities. Because Mexico 
City had a scenic setting and a prodigious climate of “almost eternal spring,” a 
monorail would prove far more advantageous than a subway, allowing for a com-
promise between the city’s infrastructural pressures and the need to provide its 
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dwellers with an aesthetically satisfying daily commute.14 Echoing Carlos Fuentes’s 
description of the Valley of Mexico as the country’s most “transparent” region in 
his 1958 novel La región más transparente—though not addressing Fuentes’s critical 
stance in the book toward all the social and political “darkness” that this region 
also hosted—Rodríguez concluded that the possibility of traveling “in the shadows 
in a city characterized by the abundance of sunshine, the transparency of the atmo-
sphere, and the visibility of nearby mountains is nonsense.”15

This opposition notwithstanding, Ramírez Vázquez was not the only influential 
architect in Mexico City to promote the subway project aggressively. Construction 
conglomerate Ingenieros Civiles Asociados (ICA), co-owned by engineer Bernardo 
Quintana and architect Ángel Borja, eventually built the subway in conjunction 
with the DDF, Mexico City’s municipal government office, but only after lobbying 
in favor of the project for the better part of a decade. In addition to major irri-
gation, road construction, and electrification projects in several parts of Mexico, 
ICA, a company founded in 1947, had built virtually every architectural project of 
significance in Mexico City. The earliest ICA-built project was Pani’s Presidente 
Alemán housing complex (1949), the first large-scale modernist housing project 
in Mexico. Mathias Goeritz and Luis Barragán’s Satellite City Towers, Ramírez 
Vázquez’s Aztec Stadium, and Félix Candela’s Sports Palace, to name only a few 
additional projects, were all ICA-built works too. As Presencia, the official jour-
nal of the Mexico City subway published for the first time in 1970, put it, ICA’s 
patronage of the subway participated in a long history of architectural and design 
experimentation, embodying “the avant-garde spirit of an avant-garde country.”16

ICA began preliminary studies for a subway as early as 1958, and submitted 
more than one proposal to Uruchurtu from 1960 on, to no avail.17 It is noteworthy 
that lobbying took so long, especially considering ICA’s influence at the time. By 
the late 1950s, ICA was the largest private company in Mexico and a corporation 
with close ties to the highest spheres of power. If the corporation’s long-standing 
collusion with the single-party state’s modernization agendas is considered, it was 
as official a private patron of architecture and planning as there ever was during the 
“miracle.” Indeed, no other corporation’s history is as emblematic of the political 
alliance between the single-party state and large-scale construction and infrastruc-
tural interests in Mexico at this time.18 Yet, despite the fact that Díaz Ordaz was an 
avid promoter of the subway project and argued as early as December 1964 that the 
mass-transit system was necessary to ensure the success of the Olympics, right after 
he was elected president, it was only after Uruchurtu’s resignation—which was 
largely motivated by presidential pressure—that ICA’s subway project was officially 
approved. The regente who saw the subway project through was Alfonso Corona 
del Rosal, Uruchurtu’s successor and a close ally of the Díaz Ordaz circle who had 
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formerly served as head of the PRI.19 In April 1967, Díaz Ordaz authorized the 
creation of the Sistema de Transporte Colectivo (STC) as a state-run company, and 
construction of the first subway line began in mid-June 1967.20

Diane Davis argues that this chain of events had profound political repercus-
sions. During his tenure as regente, Uruchurtu consistently made concessions to 
a series of constituencies with urban, economic, and political agendas that con-
flicted with those of the PRI, undermining the state’s clientelist authority in 
the capital. Among these constituencies were the Confederación Nacional de 
Organizaciones Populares (CNOP), as well as the Federación de Sindicatos de 
Trabajadores al Servicio del Estado (FSTSE). The CNOP, which encompassed 
a number of popular groups, including squatter settlements advocates, city mer-
chants and small business owners, was founded in 1943. Unlike the Confederación 
de Trabajadores Mexicanos (CTM), which had been strongly tied to state inter-
ests since the late 1940s, the FSTSE had increasingly resisted the PRI’s coercion. 
In opposing the subway’s construction, Uruchurtu sided with the CNOP, which 
was concerned that this large-scale project could compromise the economic 
interests of the various interests under its mantle. Uruchurtu also sided with the 
Mexico City industrialists represented by the Cámara Nacional de la Industria 
de la Transformación (CANACINTRA), who did not receive as much official 
favor as the larger-scale interests grouped under the Confederación de Cámaras 
Industriales (CONCAMIN), which the PRI-led state deemed central drivers of 
the national economy. Their economic stability already threatened by the urban 
inflation that resulted in part from the massive Olympic expenditures of past 
years, these industrialists grew to be highly discontented with the PRI’s policies by 
the late 1960s. Through his emphasis on automobile-friendly policies, Uruchurtu 
accommodated the interests of the sectors of the capital’s urban middle class, and 
his support of these sectors became explicitly political when, contravening Díaz 
Ordaz’s position, he sided with striking medical workers and UNAM students in 
1965. Uruchurtu also built alliances with unionized bus drivers of the multiple 
lines—165, according to ICA—that converged daily in downtown Mexico City. For 
all these reasons, Uruchurtu’s ousting inaugurated a period of exacerbated political 
instability in the capital.21

The subway’s cost to the PRI leadership was not just political. Despite his very 
public support for the mass-transit system, Díaz Ordaz was quick to acknowledge 
that the costs associated with the transit system’s implementation far exceeded 
what funds the Mexican state could provide, and gestured toward the need to find 
international monies. Eventually, the subway was completed as a joint venture 
between the Mexican state and French banking interests, while engineering and 
design expertise for the project was culled from various international quarters as 
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well as Mexico. Because it mobilized transnational capital and specialized exper-
tise within the framework of a developmentalist state-sponsored effort, the sub-
way became the most significant work of infrastructure completed during Díaz 
Ordaz’s presidency.

The first issue of Presencia emphasized that the subway project had mobilized 
international energies but had adequately harnessed them to serve “Mexican” 
interests. In terms of the system’s propaganda aspirations, this was no small mat-
ter. As with other aspects of governmental practice, in the realm of infrastructure 
building, colonialist interventions had historically been a decisive factor. “Foreign” 
hands had been responsible for many milestones in the history of Mexico’s infra-
structure, with interests and investments from other countries having engineered 
and built many of its early railroads, highways, and dams. During the Porfiriato, 
and more poignantly during Emperor Maximilian I’s short reign (1864–67), these 
hands had been decisively “French.” The completion of the subway allowed for a 
symbolic recapturing of this realm on the part of Mexican professionals and politi-
cians, precisely from French hands. Despite their profound degree of involvement 
with the subway’s financial, technological, and design features, these “hands” were 
presented as those of facilitators and custodians rather than as those of the actual 
executors of the infrastructural work. This discursive repositioning mirrored other 
diplomatic negotiations of the 1960s. As seen in chapters 1 and 2, the exhibition 
of pieces of Mexico’s archaeological patrimony beyond national borders included 
the participation of foreigners not as colonialist plunderers of this patrimony—a 
position they had played in the past—but as its watchful custodians. The negotia-
tions between Mexican and foreign politicians and professionals that enabled the 
subway’s completion were presented in a similar vein, as a sign of Mexico’s much-
improved diplomatic purchase.

Writing for Presencia’s inaugural issue, Georges Derou, director of the Paris 
metro system, perpetuated the notion that construction of the subway had strength-
ened diplomatic relations between France and Mexico. In a clear paternalistic 
tone, he praised the speed with which the subway had been built, noting that the 
more than forty kilometers covered by its first three lines were finished over the 
course of only forty months. Derou also emphasized that the Régie Autonome des 
Transports Parisiens had provided ICA the specifications for the construction of 
each of the subway stations, but that Mexican hands—of engineers and anonymous 
construction labor—had implemented these specifications. Likewise, a consortium 
of French Banks, “spearheaded by the Banque Nationale de Paris,” provided long-
term loans for construction of the projects’ various aspects, including the purchase 
of equipment, civil engineering concerns, and costs associated with the transmari-
time communication between French and Mexican transportation specialists.22
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Presencia’s first issue also attempted to legitimize the construction of the subway 
by construing it as a symbol of Mexico’s cultural maturity, and by discussing its 
successful construction as a rite of passage that signaled the country’s overcoming 
of its previous underdeveloped status. Ariel Valencia Ramírez, an anthropologist 
who worked as an adviser for the STC, claimed that Mexico’s “technological auton-
omy,” as exemplified by the completion of the subway, guaranteed the “health” 
of the country’s political and sociological “development.” Indeed, he wrote, the 
French–Mexican collaboration that underlay the completion of the subway project 
was a sign of cultural advancement on the part of both countries because it had 
“erased [national] borders for the sake of culture and mutual benefit.” According 
to Valencia, the efficient management of the subway by “Mexican hands,” as well 
as the project’s “broader cultural resonance,” were decisive “symptoms of cultural 
and managerial maturity” that only strengthened Mexico’s “national culture on the 
whole.” Still more poignantly, the subway project had mobilized a large part of the 
bureaucratic apparatus of the Mexican state, with each of its components providing 
the users of the system with a number of distinct, diverse, and tangible benefits:

The Engineering Institute of the [UNAM] collaborated in resolving difficult 
calculations and construction problems; . . . the Institute of Nonrenewable Nat-
ural Resources allowed for the resolution of issues concerning future savings in 
resources, and through the collaboration between the [STC] and the National 
Institute of Anthropology and History, anthropologists, chemists, biologists, and 
other specialists managed to save the cultural patrimony of the country . . . , as well 
as to foster a better knowledge of the historical antecedents of the city.23

In sum, as the propaganda language of the subway would have it, virtually the 
entire Mexican state had been involved in financing, designing, culturally legiti-
mizing, and mechanically setting into motion the capital city’s subway. Logically, 
this propaganda erases from view the multiple internecine tensions that defined 
the relations between these various institutions. Instead, it provides a technocratic 
metaphor that likens the harmonious cooperation between these institutions to 
the smooth functioning of the mechanical components of the subway system. 
Like those built around other state-sponsored projects of political importance, the 
subway system’s image economies were constructed in relation to this tenuous set 
of propaganda claims. Given the magnitude of the infrastructure project and its 
mobilization of many kinds of experts employed by the state and its associated 
interests, the subway provided many opportunities for the negotiation and accu-
mulation of professional and bureaucratic prestige. Like museums, exhibitions, 
and sports venues of the same period, the transit system provided its patron state 
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with a public interface where its normative claims could be articulated, consumed, 
and contested by a large population of governed subjects. Yet, because it mobilized 
a wider range of economic and technological forces than any of these other works, 
the subway’s propaganda dimensions were even wider. In grasping the specific-
ities of the subway’s consumption, an insight from Gramsci might prove useful. 
Gramsci argues that “certain forms of technical instruments have a dual phenom-
enology” as “both structure and superstructure,” and thus participate at once in 
the social relations of production—the “structure” level—and in the ideological 
and discursive frameworks that emerge dialectically from within such relations, or 
their “superstructure” counterparts. Considering “technical instruments” in the 
same category as “every material” instrument is liable to cause serious confusion, 
because “in the end the development of a particular art is [wrongly] attributed 
to the development of those specific instruments through which whole artis-
tic expressions enter the public domain and can be reproduced.” In other words, 
because some technological instruments can become so heavily charged with ideo-
logical value, it is easy to miss their “dual” condition as components of both the 
structure and the superstructure of a particular historical context. This contributes 
to rarefying the picture of both the material context for the production of these 
objects and the wider discursive and ideological agendas within which they are 
necessarily embedded.24

Although distinct from the works examined earlier, the subway’s graphics and 
architecture were intimately related to those of the Olympics. The temporary event 
and the permanent work of infrastructure did not quite open at the same time, 
much to the chagrin of Mexican designers and bureaucrats who aimed to match 
the efforts of other cities where international events and infrastructure projects 
had made their public debuts at the same time.25 Despite the lack of synchrony 
between Mexico ’68 and the subway construction campaign, the graphic identities 
of the two projects were closely bound together, as Lance Wyman’s Olympic urban 
signage provided the primary template for the formulation of a signage system for 
the subway. As Wyman recalls, Borja and Quintana commissioned him to design 
this system in June 1968, before his work as a designer for the MOC was even over. 
Mathias Goeritz and architect Ricardo Legorreta, who collaborated with Wyman 
on the Camino Real Hotel (1968), recommended him for the job.26 Architecturally, 
the Olympic and subway campaigns were also profoundly interrelated. Félix 
Candela designed some of the most visible subway stations in the system’s first 
three lines simultaneously with his Sports Palace. Moreover, the scenographies 
of many early subway stations, especially those that showcased the archaeologi-
cal treasures that construction of the subway in the Mexican capital had yielded, 
deployed many of the strategies of exhibition architecture that had characterized 
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the museums and pavilions sponsored by the exhibitionist state during the preced-
ing decade.

With the subway reified as the animating force behind the modernization of the 
Mexican capital, the system’s political consumption unfolded most dramatically 
during the first few years of its existence, which were also the last two years of Díaz 
Ordaz’s tumultuous presidency, 1969 and 1970. The first subway line was inaugu-
rated in September 1969, while the third line, which officially completed the first 
construction stage of the system, began to operate to great presidential fanfare on 
the sixtieth official anniversary of the Mexican Revolution, November 20, 1970. At 
this time, the metro’s subterranean scenographies collectively attempted to instan-
tiate the arrival of Mexico’s capital city to the ranks of the developed urban centers 
of the world, one of the apertura’s central and most dubious claims.

INTERNATIONAL DILEMMAS
Alongside international events like Olympics and world’s fairs, subways were 
strongly imbricated with understandings of regional and national development. 
Writing a decade after the Mexico City Olympics in the context of an exhibition 
about subway design held at New York’s Cooper-Hewitt museum, architecture 
critic Peter Blake discussed the relationship between expanding cities, subways, 
and the organization of international events:

No city really dares to call itself a metropolis unless it can boast a subway. Mon-
treal had to get itself a metro before it qualified for Expo ’67, and Munich had 
to get itself a U-Bahn before it qualified for the 1972 Olympics. A metropolis 
without a subway, nowadays, is like a church without a steeple: i.e., not entirely 
convincing.27

Although subway design had been a field of significant interest for many decades, 
it saw renewed interest in the late 1960s, and Mexico City’s concerns about the cre-
ation of a rapid transit system were part of an international field of debates within 
which North American cities were especially active. The system most similar to 
Mexico City’s subway was in Montreal. The Montreal subway was unique because 
of its use of rubber tires as opposed to the more usual steel ones—a feature that 
the Mexican subway would also include—and because it incorporated innovative 
architecture as well as public art in many of its stations (Figure 5.1). And, like 
the Mexican system, the Montreal metro was intimately linked to the organiza-
tion of an international event. Indeed, the circulation networks built for Expo ’67, 
and those of the city where the event was hosted, were related in multiple ways. 
Impressive pavilions dominated Montreal’s two fairground islands at Expo ’67, 
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but the circulation network crafted for visitors was 
ostensibly the Expo’s most celebrated aspect. Hence, 
while Architectural Record noted that Expo ’67 had 
“more mediocre pavilions than [Robert] Moses was 

able to gather in Flushing Meadows” for the New York World’s Fair of 1964–65, 
the Expo’s plan was “subtle, varied and unobtrusive,” providing “an underlying 
pattern of circulation networks  .  .  . which interconnect carefully related hierar-
chies of buildings, placed to make the most of their setting.”28

Montreal showcased these spectacular circulation networks in tandem with 
the real evidence of urban modernization. By the spring of 1967, when Expo ’67 
opened, Montreal possessed not only a functioning subway system, but also a net-
work of underground walkways in its downtown area. This combination of spec-
tacular circulation elements designed for a major temporary event, and permanent 
improvements to the circulation infrastructure of a city, was one that the Mexican 
Olympic Committee aspired to but failed to match in the fall of the following 
year. Moreover, the complex relationship between the fantastic urbanism of the 
Expo and the real context of Montreal was relevant well past the duration of Expo 
’67, which lasted between April and October 1967. Michael Sorkin has emphasized 
the importance of this relationship for planners in Montreal. He argues that the 

Figure 5.1. Subway car on rubber tires, Mexico 
City subway, 1969. Fundación ICA, Mexico 
City.



20
9

Su
bt

er
ra

ne
an

 S
ce

no
gr

ap
hi

es

islands, a “captive utopia” adjacent to Montreal, operated as a “goad to the reorga-
nization of public spaces in the ‘real’ city,” yielding a number of urban interven-
tions in the years after the fair closed.29

In addition to its practical benefits, the Montreal subway was praised widely 
for the high artistry of its stations. Crediting Montreal mayor Jean Drapeau with 
the daring choice of providing designers with an open platform for experimen-
tation that accounted for the wide variety of formal languages evinced by each 
of the system’s stations, critic Robert Gretton contrasted Montreal’s system with 
the sterility of Toronto’s metro (1954), which had mostly been designed by the 
Toronto Transit Commission’s architectural department and consulting engineers. 
Gretton argued that in its “pathological” cleanliness and uniformity, the Toronto 
system “could well be represented by a prim old lady who nightly looks under one 
of the clean white tiles for any wicked imagination that might have escaped to go 
underground,” while Montreal’s system “resembles rather a gay young thing, both 
imaginative and prepared to shock convention.”30

Referring to its completion as part of an international “boom” in the construc-
tion of subway systems, journalist Walter McQuade also praised the Montreal 
system in Fortune magazine in April 1967, just after it opened. McQuade claimed 
that the system had managed to marry “French verve to Canadian canniness” and 
alongside the Moscow subway, the most renowned for its use of public art, it had 
already proven influential in the design of subways in U.S. cities, especially the 
one in Washington, D.C., whose design process began in late 1966. In addition to 
Stockholm’s metro (1958), also praised for the elaborate architecture of its stations, 
the D.C. metro’s chief architect, Harry Weese, had visited both Montreal’s and 
Moscow’s subways as part of his research for the project.31

Canadian cities were not the only North American urban centers where the 
benefits and costs of implementing subway systems were debated in the late 1960s. 
Writing in 1968, U.S. design critic Patricia Conway George decried the malaise 
experienced in the United States regarding the possibilities and problems of mass 
transit, and examined a number of factors—among them the reliance on car transit 
and the unwillingness to support public transit in general—as the reason why the 
United States seemed to be running behind many other countries in the imple-
mentation of subways. As George argued, the possibilities of an imaginative and 
aesthetically pleasing subway experience offered by Montreal’s metro had been 
unveiled to millions of visitors to Montreal during Expo ’67, an event as decisive in 
getting the system up and running as the Drapeau administration’s political expe-
diency, despite the fact that a rapid-transit system for Montreal had undergone 
various stages of development for “over 50 years” before that point. Yet, she noted, 
Expo ’67 was not the only international event of the time that had unveiled a rapid 
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transit system to the world. Tokyo ’64 had been one of the catalysts for the creation 
of the Tokaido high-speed train that traveled between Tokyo and Osaka—a city 
that would soon become a world’s fair site—and which had been inaugurated for 
those Olympics.

George also criticized many aspects of the Montreal system that the Mexican 
subway would address with relative success. She especially criticized the techno-
logical management of the movement of subway cars in Montreal, claiming that 
“Montreal’s system represents no breakthroughs,” given that an antiquated way-
finding system determined the movement of each individual subway car in con-
junction with a control system that did not effectively control the movement 
patterns of all participating cars in the system at the same time.32 Mexico City’s 
subway, although clearly modeled after the Montreal system in more ways than 
one, would respond to precisely this technological question with a fully comput-
erized system that few other subways could boast at the time. After Montreal’s, 
Mexico City’s was the second subway in the American continent built in accor-
dance with the specifications of the Parisian Régie Autonome des Transports 
Parisiens (the use of rubber tires, first implemented in the Paris subway, was one 
of these specifications), but it was nevertheless more advanced than its predecessor 

because it was more or less fully computer-
ized in its operations.33

Figure 5.2. Central control post, Mexico City 
subway, 1969. Fundación ICA, Mexico City.
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As Ángel Borja and STC engineer Enrique Warnholtz claimed at the Eighth 
International Conference of Soil Mechanics and Engineering in August 1969, the 
Mexican subway system included a Central Control Post (PCC), which acted like 
a “Central Nervous System.” This Post, which was housed in the STC’s central 
building in Mexico City, was essentially a control board that included electronic 
and “optical control” systems that could account for the location of all subway 
cars circulating in the system at any given time (Figure 5.2). The STC building 
functioned as a gigantic generator and converter, feeding electricity to the various 
subway lines. In addition, Borja and Warnholtz claimed that the PCC was “made 
up of a complex telecommunications network, through which permanent commu-
nication between central command and all the stations, train operators, supervi-
sors, inspectors, train-shop personnel, authorities, etc,” was obtained. The result 
was not only a more efficient and safer subway system, but also an environment of 
fully rationalized control that transcended the realm of the subway’s technological 
performance to also encompass its operation in the broader social landscape of 
the capital city. This computerized system facilitated the mechanized policing of 
Mexico City more than any technological device implemented previously in the 
capital. Although the construction and implementation of the subway never ceased 
to be a socially divisive process, the presence of this mechanized system also pro-
vided its patrons with a mechanized interface for the project that hid this divisive-
ness under a smooth technological skin.34

TIME TRAVELS
The feature article in the December 1969 issue of Fortune magazine was devoted 
to the recently inaugurated first line of the Mexico City subway system. The cover 
image for the article, tellingly titled “Mexico’s Subway Is for Viewing,” presents 
a curious scene, a scene in which the act of viewing operates on a number of lev-
els (Plate 6). In the image, taken at the Aeropuerto stop that connected the first 
subway line to the Mexico City airport, a few spectators stand on a platform sus-
pended above the subway tracks covered by a circular ceiling, watching as a sub-
way car moves through the station. Enthralled by the spectacle of the subway car’s 
motion, the viewers are themselves being watched by an armed guard at the bot-
tom right of the image, whose clearly defined silhouette is all the more apparent 
because of its contrast with the moving subway car’s blurred contours. The image 
carries unmistakable biopolitical import. A scene of urban leisure, it is also the 
portrait of a population disciplined by the state, held captive by the smoke and 
mirrors of its technological spectacles, and kept in check by the self-disciplining 
gazes that its members constantly cast on each other.
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Fortune was particularly impressed by the quality of design in many of the 
Mexico City subway stations. Although just one line was functional by the time the 
article appeared, the text claimed that it was already apparent “that the [Mexican] 
subway, with its varied and inventive use of space, materials, and color, will be 
better looking than the much-celebrated systems in Moscow and Montreal.” A 
great deal of this beauty was the result of the subway’s capacity to provide visitors 
and dwellers of the Mexican capital with access to the city’s many underground 
treasures. Although other subways of the world included archaeological displays, 
the Mexican one outdid them given its large number of exhibits of this kind.35 
As the article informed Fortune’s readers, Mexican subway stations featured elabo-
rate exhibitions of pre-Columbian artifacts uncovered during construction of the 
subway, a “fringe benefit” added to the many practical solutions that the system 
offered.36

The visibility of these archaeological finds was partly the result of practical 
aspects of the subway’s building campaign. The subway lines were built using a 
method described as the “Milan Box” after its successful usage in the construc-
tion of Milan’s subway system (1964). Instead of the excavation of deep trenches to 
make way for the insertion of full tunnels of precast concrete, the “box” method 
was based on the digging up of two parallel trenches about twenty-three feet apart. 
Bentonite, a claylike material, was subsequently poured as preliminary filler for 
these trenches, before poured concrete. These filled-in trenches would provide 
the encasing walls for the subway tunnel box. The pouring of concrete floors was 
undertaken only after digging up between the perimeter walls and stabilization of 
the walls was completed, while the ceiling for the box was made up of precast con-
crete, to avoid the use of formwork (Figure 5.3). In addition to being cheaper than 
most alternatives, the “box” method was more adequate to Mexico City’s soft soil, 
which was not likely to sustain more invasive construction methods, and facilitated 
the excavation of archaeological remains.37

Fortune claimed that the first line had only begun to uncover ancient artifacts, 
but many more would surely become visible as the subway system expanded. 
Although “the pyramid-shaped altar of Tocititlan, now the centerpiece of the Pino 
Suárez Station” on line 1 was an impressive ancient artifact fully integrated into 
the new system’s design,

[r]icher finds are expected as the second line is dug through the Zócalo, originally 
the Aztec ceremonial center whose pyramid temple and palace of Moctezuma so 
impressed Cortés. An Aztec Calendar, like the one in the [MNA], is known to lie 
along the new line’s path.38
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The potential discovery of the new Aztec Calendar Stone got a considerable 
amount of airplay as the subway’s second line began construction in the early 
spring of 1968. Cultural bureaucrats seized the opportunity. Interviewed by Science 
News, for example, INAH’s Eusebio Dávalos claimed that it would take “years to 
study and classify the relics” uncovered during construction of the subway, and 
added that the “quantity and quality increases from month to month” as construc-
tion moved further and further into the Zócalo area. 
Claiming that “archaeologists in the United States 
would consider finding such a Calendar Stone or a 

Figure 5.3. Cross section of Pino Suárez station, 
Mexico City subway, 1969. Fundación ICA, 
Mexico City.
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Stone of Tizoc as a first-class discovery,” Dávalos even suggested a specific location 
for the as yet uncovered object in the Zócalo area: “on a line between the facade 
of the sanctuary which stands next to the [Mexico City] Cathedral, a rather shaky 
structure that has been reinforced, and the right Portico of the National Palace.”39

Although the new Calendar Stone was never found, the excavations carried out 
to build the subway after the early summer of 1967 yielded many other artifacts. 
ICA supervised these collaborations, which were undertaken by INAH archae-
ologists. Before excavation for each of the lines began, these archaeologists drew 
up maps that signaled areas of likely concentration of pre-Columbian objects on 
the basis of colonial-period records. Excavations started as soon as ICA’s engineers 
broke ground. Part of a unified infrastructural apparatus, the researchers moved, 
in the words of INAH archaeologists Raúl Arana and Gerardo Cepeda, “practically 
behind the machines.” Only two years after the first subway line was excavated, 
archaeological work had yielded considerable colonial-period finds, among them a 
number of burials at the sixteenth-century Montserrat convent, and several of the 
convent’s previously unknown structural walls, in the environs of the Mexico City 
historic core. Because of these and many other finds, Arana and Cepeda waxed 
confident in an INAH report that construction of the subway would afford them 
“a more complete vision of the history of [Mexico City].”40

The adoratory described in the Fortune article cited earlier was only one of sev-
eral found next to the future Pino Suárez station, located very close to the Zócalo, 
on line 1 (Plate 7). As archaeologist Jordi Gussinyer reported, this station “was 
directly adjacent to the street through which Hernán Cortés entered Tenochtitlán.” 
Although it was very much damaged when they initially found it, Gussinyer and 
his team preserved and heavily restored the circular-shaped altar. The other adora-
tories, which were found in worse stages of conservation, were destroyed to make 
way for the subway stop and tunnel. This strategic decision recalls other scenarios 
where the shared fate of modernist and pre-Columbian structures was negotiated 
as the fabric of Mexico City underwent fundamental changes. It also reflects mid-
twentieth-century approaches to preservation that privileged the iconic value of 
particular structures more than the holistic understanding of larger and more com-
plex areas of archaeological remains.

In the INAH report about his find at the Pino Suárez stop, Gussinyer claimed 
that the discovery of the adoratories near the historic downtown area of Mexico 
City was of great importance, given the near absence of such structures in the city, 
where other kinds of Aztec-era artifacts, mostly sculptures and ceramics, were 
abundant. Gussinyer described the Pino Suárez finds as part of an “extensive cer-
emonial site,” which, alongside Tlatelolco, Tenayuca—a ceremonial site located 
about ten kilometers northwest of Mexico City—and the remains of the Aztec 



21
5

Su
bt

er
ra

ne
an

 S
ce

no
gr

ap
hi

es

Templo Mayor in the Zócalo itself, allowed researchers to gradually glean the 
“exact characteristics” of the architecture of Tenochtitlán’s expansive religious and 
administrative landscape. The most important offering found adjacent to the ado-
ratory was a stone sculpture of Aztec wind god Ehécatl, which led archaeologists to 
attribute the adoratory to that deity, despite the fact that the sculpture found next 
to it seemed to hardly display any formal features characteristic of Aztec sculptures 
previously known.41 Shortly after Gussinyer’s article appeared, in fact, anthropol-
ogist Doris Heyden challenged his interpretation of the altar, mainly because the 
sculpture of the god Ehécatl that had been found there likely belonged to a later 
historical period. Heyden instead attributed the adoratory to Omácatl, the calen-
drical incarnation of the deity Tezcatlipoca, on the basis of an iconographic analy-
sis of this deity’s representation in colonial-period codices.42

In terms of the subway’s mass-mediated reception, especially its reception out-
side of Mexico, however, the problematic Ehécatl attribution proved immaterial, 
and the Pino Suárez display became the most emblematic exhibit in the entire 
system. This was arguably the kind of display that proved most attractive to for-
eign eyes because it provided the otherwise cutting-edge system with an exotic 
and uniquely Mexican flare. An article published in Newsweek in January 1971 and 
reprinted in Presencia later that year claimed that “Unlike the spooky, tomb-like 
atmosphere of the subways of New York, Chicago and Boston, Quintana’s sys-
tem . . . is happily decorated with Mexican art as well as some of the thousands of 
Aztec artifacts discovered during the excavations.” “In one stop located under the 
Zócalo,” Newsweek went on, describing the Pino Suárez display as one of the sites 
where the pre-Columbian past of Mexico was laid bare, seemingly unmediated 
by archaeological interventions, “travelers can contemplate a well-preserved pyra-
mid used during indigenous rituals before the Spanish conquest.”43 Similarly, the 
New York Times described the Mexico City subway as not only the “highest” in the 
world given this capital’s altitude of more than seven thousand feet above sea level, 
but also as “the only subway system to have a genuine Aztec pyramid in one of its stations.”44 
As so many times in the recent and more remote past, the aesthetic validation of a 
Mexican design project was premised on its perceived ability to reconcile cultur-
ally exotic features with elements easily palatable to “international” eyes.

AN ULTRAMODERN MUSEUM
The subway’s ability to provide commuters with access to pre-Columbian artifacts 
afforded it a similar condition as the National Museum of Anthropology (MNA), 
or the displays that Mexico had sent to world’s fairs during the “miracle,” both 
types of exhibitions that gave pre-Columbian artifacts central propaganda roles. 
Given the subway’s literal submersion underground, however, the access to these 
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objects that it facilitated was arguably more tangible than that which almost any 
other official cultural display produced in Mexico could have offered. In addition, 
unlike the cases of museums and pavilions in Mexico and abroad, at the subway 
large populations of popular classes could have consistent, daily access to these 
materials. This led many early critics to describe the subway as a museum of sorts, 
except one much more socially inclusive than any of its predecessors. For instance, 
the September 27, 1969, issue of Life en Español magazine claimed that “the play of 
lights, forms, and colors gives the brand-new subway of Mexico City the aspect of 
an ultramodern museum.”45 In likening the spaces of the subway to those of museums, 
Life’s authors were not far off the mark. In addition to the fact that the stations 
themselves were designed like museum spaces, some artifacts found during con-
struction of the subway eventually became part of the collections of museums, 
including the MNA. This was the case, for example, of a stepped adoratory uncov-
ered behind the Mexico City Cathedral, while the subway’s second line was being 
built in June 1970. A clear talúd-tablero structure with stucco-painted sides, the 
artifact, although presumably of Aztec date, shared clear formal relationships with 
the architecture of Teotihuacán, and was transferred swiftly to the MNA, where it 
was restored and exhibited shortly thereafter.46

Not only did stations look like museums, but the subway system as a whole 
participated in the state-sponsored push for public indoctrination out of which 
the commissions for the MNA and its related museums had emerged. In an essay 
published in the commemorative STC volume cited at the beginning of this 
chapter, Miguel Álvarez Acosta, an official at the Secretariat of Communications 
and Transportation, described the subway as the pinnacle of the process of state-
sponsored facilitation of public access to culture. He argued that Ramírez Vázquez’s 
prefabricated schools sponsored by CAPFCE, Fernando Gamboa’s traveling exhi-
bitions of Mexican art, and the 1968 Olympics were all a part of this process. He 
claimed that the subway inaugurated a “fourth culture” of integration and assim-
ilation in Mexico, which succeeded the pre-Columbian, colonial, and modern 
periods of official history, each of which, as a result of extreme historical circum-
stances, had compelled the cultural fusion and coexistence between disparate peo-
ples and belief systems. This “fourth culture” was one that, fueled by the social 
advances of the ongoing Mexican Revolution, pointed toward a future of increased 
access to knowledge, enhanced economic development, and social mobility. The 
Mexican subway, he claimed, was the most groundbreaking avatar of this incip-
ient “culture” ever produced.47 Writing in the same volume, Antonio Rodríguez 
reversed his praise of a monorail as opposed to a subway as the most sensible solu-
tion for Mexico City’s traffic woes, and described the subway as Mexico’s “temple 
and museum for the people.” Like his previous opposition to the subway, much of 
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his praise was articulated in aesthetic terms. He wrote that, unlike its more glamor-
ous peers in world capitals like Paris, the Mexico City metro was “not limited . . . to 
the useful and necessary task of transporting people.” “Before placing man in the 
wagons that will take him to his destiny,” he claimed, it “attracts the future traveler 
to an environment of beauty and art that is fascinating in and of itself.”48

Rodríguez promoted the psychological and social effects of the subway widely, 
writing consistently for Presencia and other popular publications. “Man,” he wrote 
in a Presencia article in 1972, “with difficulty accepts to be treated as something that 
is picked up here and dropped off there.” Being able to find bookstores, restaurants, 
cafés, and shops there, the Mexican subway gave this (presumably male) traveler 
the opportunity to escape the murderous chaos of Mexico City’s aboveground traf-
fic and enjoy the “human landscape” and art treasures of a new subterranean city.49 
Rodríguez disseminated this perception beyond his writings, lecturing widely 
about the merits of subway design for customers and staff of the subway as part 
of the STC’s cultural programs. These programs were extensive. Between 1970 
and 1973, they included public lectures and workshops by such artists as José Luis 
Cuevas, Rufino Tamayo, and David Alfaro Siqueiros, as well as other academics, 
intellectuals, and public figures who endorsed the subway’s positive psychologi-
cal, pedagogical, and overall social effects.50 Aesthetic arguments in favor of the 
subway system were not just expressed by figures active in the fields of art and cul-
ture. Jorge Espinoza, the first director of the Mexican subway system, argued that 
a trip to the subway would “situate Mexicans in more direct relationship with the 
past that lay buried beneath our subsoil” and thus in direct contact with “beauty,” 
broadly conceived:

Beauty of artworks, beauty of proportions and their harmony . . . a trip in the sub-
way is thus an immersion, albeit a fleeting one, into a world that is less unappeal-
ing [than the world aboveground], more welcoming, and, in sum, more human.51

Much as they did in the case of other state-sponsored projects of the mid-twentieth 
century, here again humanist formulations intersect with the subway’s technocratic 
mission. In order to create the aesthetically pleasing and socially beneficial envi-
ronment that the subway avowedly offered to the urban public, Borja and Quintana 
had been cautious. ICA’s co-owners were particularly keen to limit the involve-
ment of high-profile architects in the early design phases of the Mexican subway 
stops, attempting to provide the system with a coherent look without too many 
idiosyncratic interventions while keeping the project’s cost at bay. Other than Luis 
Barragán, who was enlisted as an adviser “on matters of color,” the three archi-
tects selected to complete stations for the subway’s first three lines were Candela, 
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Salvador Ortega, and Enrique del Moral. Candela and Ortega produced the most 
lavish and architecturally unique subway stations, while del Moral produced a set 
of aboveground, standardized stations running along the Calzada de Tlalpan.52

Between 1967 and 1969, Candela designed four subway stations: the Merced, 
Balderas, Candelaria, and San Lázaro stops on line 1. The San Lázaro station was 
perhaps the most formally ambitious among these works (Figure 5.4). Built of 
reinforced concrete and constructed through the use of Candela’s complex hand-
made formwork patterns, the structure consisted structurally of two groups of 
hyperbolic paraboloid thin shells that overlapped, with four supports bearing their 
weight. Outside, the station was clad in brick and stone, with encrusted sections of 
gold-colored glass brick under its paraboloid roof. The station’s roof was defined 
by the contours of the rising concrete shells, which curved upward at its entryways 
and at the very center of the plan, lending its concrete roof a tentlike appearance 

(Figure 5.5). In collaboration with architect Enrique 
de la Mora, in the 1950s Candela produced a series 
of churches that employed the hypar in a similar way 
as the San Lázaro station. Cubiertas Ala also built at 
least one building of essentially the same structural 

Figure 5.4. Félix Candela, San Lázaro station, 
Mexico City subway, 1968–69, exterior. Félix 
Candela Architectural Records and Papers, 
Avery Library, Columbia University, New 
York.
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makeup as the station: a market commissioned by the municipal government of the 
city of Cali, Colombia, which consisted of the combination of tentlike hyperbolic 
paraboloid shells.53

In his 1973 elegy of the subway, Antonio Rodríguez reserved most of his praise 
for the architecture of Candela’s San Lázaro station. The station’s exterior, he 
wrote, “with its cantilevered ‘wings’ that make it appear to be ready for flight, 
announces the passage of airplanes that usually move through the clouds nearby, 
at the [Mexico City] airport.” Candela’s “hypars” were the central feature of the 
station. Like the Periférico in Novo’s praise of the capital city’s thoroughfares 
and Candela’s Sports Palace in the architect’s own estimation, seen in the preced-
ing chapter, in Rodríguez’s account the hypars, which are described as particu-
larly visible to those traveling by plane to and from the city, are inscribed within 
a transnational space of cultural, political, and economic exchange. Rodríguez 
claimed that, surrounded by an open plaza, when showcased to domestic and 
international eyes the station became “a monument of cement and steel, stone, 
and glass, of rising lines and paraboloid curves always 
in action: a modern monument, worthy of a modern 
city!” 54 And yet, it was not merely the exterior form 

Figure 5.5. Félix Candela, San Lázaro station, 
Mexico City subway, 1968–69, interior. 
Fundación ICA, Mexico City.
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of Candela’s building that had a profound 
aesthetic impact on the subway traveler. Its 
interior situated an imagined rider at an 
ideal point for witnessing the subway’s spec-
tacle of travel and motion (Figure 5.6). Here, 

the hyperbolic paraboloid not only operated as a highly sculptural element, but, 
as in the case of the Sports Palace, also functioned as an enveloping surface that 
facilitated mass spectatorship. “Inside the station itself, conceived with talent and 
audaciousness,” Rodríguez wrote,

there is a broken balcony, shaped as an acute angle, from which one can enjoy the 
rigorously kinetic spectacle of the trains that, with their lively orange color, enter 
the optic frame for observation, momentarily hide the geometry of the tracks, and 
depart toward their destiny in an exciting visual feast.55

Figure 5.6. Félix Candela, San Lázaro station, 
Mexico City subway, 1968–69, interior. El 
metro de México: Primera memoria (Servicio de 
Transporte Colectivo Metro, Mexico City, 
1973).
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Precisely here, subway riders were intended to become entranced with the tech-
nological spectacle of the subway, enshrouded by an architectural environment at 
once intimately modern and essentially Mexican in its construction techniques 
and sculptural ambitions. Yet, for Rodríguez the persuasive powers of the sub-
way’s architecture were only fully activated where the juxtaposition between 
the metro’s ostensibly modern architectural spaces clashed with the remains of 
ancient Mexican culture positioned carefully in the fabric of the capital. This, he 
argued, took place most effectively in the urban context of the Pino Suárez ado-
ratory. Although “heavily restored,” the adoratory gave subway travelers a sense 
of Mexico’s unique temporal and existential condition. Rodríguez argued that the 
Pino Suárez exhibit acted in dialogue with the shiny steel-and-glass surfaces of 
Augusto Álvarez’s Torre Latinoamericana, Mexico City’s then-tallest skyscraper 
(1956), which was placed a mere few blocks from the subway stop. The Pino Suárez 
pyramid, he wrote, “affirms, alongside the skyscraper next door, Mexico’s perma-
nence in the past and the future, which is to say, in eternity.”56

Here again, the clashing point of ancient and modern surfaces becomes the site 
from which Mexico’s culturally specific modernity can be articulated. As seen in 
earlier episodes, fragments of this juxtaposition could be found throughout the 
landscape of mid-twentieth-century official culture, which included several spaces 
in the capital city. Glimpses of it could be caught at the point of confrontation 
between Mario Pani’s Nonoalco–Tlatelolco housing project and the remains of 
Tlatelolco’s Templo Mayor at the Plaza of the Three Cultures, at the various dis-
play rooms of the MNA, or in the context of the encounter between Gamboa’s 
Olmec heads and Ramírez Vázquez’s Mexican pavilion at the New York World’s 
Fair. Also encapsulated in Rodríguez’s narrative is the traumatic clash of “modern” 
and “ancient” cultures that Paz and Goeritz described as keys to decipher modern 
Mexico’s political and aesthetic condition. Positioning the Torre and the adora-
tory, two modern fruits of the capital city’s ruthless modernization, as temporal 
anchors of an eternal national picture, in one fell swoop Rodríguez sanitizes the 
urban destruction that this modernization entailed and freezes in place a dynamic 
force field of conflicting urban, social, and political agendas that had the city as its 
theater.

MYTHOLOGICAL SIGNS
Just as distinctive as the archaeological finds that the subway yielded and some of 
its architectural environments was the system’s graphic identity. For his subway 
signage project, Wyman had to devise images that could be readily associated with 
the urban context or history of the subway stations, most of which were not as 
dispersed as the Olympic venues. Largely owing to ICA’s real-estate interests in 
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downtown Mexico City, these stations were concentrated in the city center, espe-
cially in the case of the subway’s first three lines.57 The earliest project for the sub-
way was a cross-shaped plan of east–west and north–south axes, which stemmed 
out of the Zócalo area in ways that “dissolved” the city center by dispersing urban 
traffic in that area to its adjacent city regions. ICA subsequently modified the plan 
to include a ring in the core of downtown Mexico City in which the first three 
lines intersected, with each of them extending on east–west and north–south axes 
from this central location. In terms of its historic fabric, this was the most densely 
layered of Mexico City’s areas, not only in terms of buried archaeological artifacts, 
but also in terms of recognizable landmarks aboveground, as well as locations of 
significant historical events and commercial and residential areas occupied while 
the subway was being built. These factors, Davis argues, made for an especially 
chaotic and destructive construction campaign for the subway’s planners, but also 
provided the subway’s supporters with opportunities to legitimize the new system 
by literally and metaphorically embedding it within the capital city’s “historic” 
patrimony. Like Rodríguez, who naturalized the destructive process of building 
the subway by claiming that it helped reveal and clarify Mexico’s genuine cultural 
identity, Wyman produced a graphic text that ultimately occludes the destructive 
nature of the campaign and naturalizes its effects.

Wyman recalls that it took much “anthropological” work to create memo-
rable images for these locations, but the precedent of the Olympics, which had 
introduced Mexico City dwellers to a unique graphic language used for urban ori-
entation, proved useful. Like his Olympic signs, Wyman’s signs for the subway 
stops are based on the combinations of colors that identify each of the subway 
lines (Plate 8). As the primary mechanism to identify each subway station, Wyman 
devised a distinctive image, not a written name. His attempt to create a graphic 
system that was simultaneously standardized and based on the unique iconic value 
of specific images was by no means an isolated effort. He recalls that although there 
was a general push for the standardization of transportation signage systems in the 
mid-to-late 1960s, no international standard had been established yet for subways. 
The period was thus defined by a series of attempts to both unify and render dis-
tinctive the graphic interfaces of the new subways being built, or of the existing 
ones whose iconography was revamped.58 Standardized systems of the mid-1960s 
include Dutch-born designer Bob Noorda’s work for the Milan subway (1964), 
which encompassed not only signage inside stations but also neighborhood maps, 
individualized posters for each station, and diagrams of subway routes.59 A stan-
dardized graphic system was devised for the Boston subway system in early 1965, 
while the standardization of the New York subway signage by the consultancy 
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firm of Unimark International, an intervention headed by Italian-born designer 
Massivo Vignelli, began in mid-1965.60

Wyman’s subway project attempted simultaneously to accommodate a general 
trend toward standardization with an attempt to create a culturally distinctive sys-
tem. This feature made his Mexico City project unique vis-à-vis these contempo-
rary projects. In its final form, the system’s operation as a graphic language was 
actually quite complex, following a consistent logic but hardly sticking to one sin-
gle form of visual communication. Hence, his subway project departs from the 
highly systematic Olympic signage system examined in the preceding chapter 
yet continues to pursue its expansive logic, which extends far beyond the realm 
of graphics alone. “Stations Sevilla and Pino Suarez are named for their streets,” 
Wyman wrote describing the logic behind his subway icons, “but the symbol for 
the Sevilla station depicts a segment of the old Spanish aquaduct [sic] that is pre-
served in the park above. . . . Sometimes,” he continues, discussing the multiple lin-
guistic associations of his symbols, “a station symbol will visually enforce, or even 
disclose, the meaning of the name, such as the Grasshopper Hill (Chapultepec) in 
the ancient Nahuatl language of the Aztecs.”61

Most of the subway names and the signs associated with them in Wyman’s sys-
tem had strong historical resonance. Poet Bernardo de Balbuena, author of Grandeza 
mexicana (1604), Aztec emperors Moctezuma and Cuauhtémoc, and a pantheon of 
heroes from Mexico’s wars of independence and revolution all had stations named 
after them. Often, Wyman expressed the history of these stations in terms obvious 
only to those with a very specific knowledge of the station sites. For instance, in 
the case of the Candelaria station in line 1, he proposed an abstracted image of a 
duck, which was intended to refer subway travelers back to the habit of dwell-
ers of the area to sell ducks, abundant in ponds in the area, at an informal street 
market since colonial times.62 The Merced station sign, an abstract icon of apples 
piled together, similarly referred travelers to the presence of a nearby landmark, 
the Merced market, whose history could be traced back to the sixteenth century.

The imagery Wyman devised for other subway stops was more directly archi-
tectural, and perhaps less innocent in nature. In addition to historical figures, the 
subway stops devised by ICA’s engineers and planners also commemorated works 
of recent architecture and infrastructure, some of them products of the urban 
expansion of the “miracle.” Among these are Mario Pani’s Escuela Normal de 
Maestros, Mexico City’s Beaux-Arts-styled teachers’ academy (1945); the Bellas-
Artes building by Adamo Boari and Federico Mariscal, a project from 1904 that 
was eventually finished in 1934, and long since established as the center of the 
historic center’s cultural circuit; and the Viaducto, a major cloverleaf intersection 
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inaugurated in 1957 by President Ruiz Cortines, whose urban impact was as signif-
icant as that of the Periférico.

Some of the works commemorated with subway stations were more or less 
contemporary with the subway itself. For the Tlatelolco stop of line 3, Wyman 
designed an abstracted image of the Banobras Tower, the landmark that identified 
Pani’s Nonoalco–Tlatelolco housing project. Made out of reinforced concrete and 
envisioned as a bell tower for the complex, Banobras was a slender structure with 
a glass facade facing south from the housing project, toward downtown Mexico 
City, and a blind facade of wood and fiberglass panels facing north, which was ori-
ented toward what was then the capital’s largely empty northern periphery. Carlos 
Mérida designed abstract and highly colorful mosaics based on indigenous and 
pre-Columbian textiles for the structure (Figure 5.7).63

For his Tlatelolco sign, Wyman chose to privilege the glass facade of the tower 
(Figure 5.8). In choosing to illustrate a fruit of the ruthless gentrification of Mexico 
City, he was celebrating a highly charged monument to the urban renewal cam-
paign that got rid of the train tracks that occupied the land on which the housing 
project was built until 1961 and that, after October 2, 1968, became widely associ-
ated with the massacre. Unsurprisingly, this association is rarely made explicit in 
mainstream accounts of the graphic system. A 1973 discussion of Wyman’s sign for 
the Tlatelolco subway station made reference to the historic wealth surrounding 
Pani’s complex but circumvented this last uncomfortable episode. “This METRO 
station announces to us, that [Pani’s buildings] frame the area’s origins in three 
distinct epochs, reflecting memories, traditions, and longings that . . . compel us to 
interrogate the past.” The publication suggested that, alongside the technological 
wonder of the subway itself, Pani’s structures were “proud buildings of a modern 
society” that rose out of the “pagan ruins” of their surroundings. The scale and 
radically modernist imagery of the structures was hence intended to shock and awe 
city dwellers and visitors, rather than inviting them to truly dwell on the recent 
history of this part of the city.64

Wyman’s graphic exploration of Mexico City’s transformations did not only cel-
ebrate spectacular new buildings, as his icon for Candela’s San Lázaro subway stop 
suggests. Like Tlatelolco, the San Lázaro subway station was located in the north-
ern area of Mexico City, and it had been the site of railroad tracks before becom-
ing a subway station. Instead of commemorating the unique modernist imagery of 
Candela’s station, Wyman reversed the operation of his Tlatelolco sign, devising 
the silhouette of a train car such as those that the new subway had erased from the 
Mexican capital city for good. Wyman’s gesture is especially politically charged. 
Through a less-than-subtle graphic gesture, he commemorated more than just the 
socially contested erasure of one of the largest working-class areas of Mexico City 



Figure 5.7. Mario Pani, Torre Banobras 
at Nonoalco–Tlatelolco housing project, 
Mexico City, 1964. Reliefs by Carlos Mérida. 
Photograph by the author.
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as a result of the capital city’s gentrification. Zeroing 
in on one of the urban regions out of which most of 
the railworkers’ protest energies had emerged during 

the late 1950s, a region whose manifestations of urban poverty works by artists 
and writers such as Cuevas, Buñuel, and Fuentes had portrayed in the preceding 
decades, Wyman provided something like a coda for the official narrative of urban 
expansion of the capital city that many other artifacts seen before provided.65 As a 
triumphalist sign of the demise of an avowedly chaotic urban and social order and 
the emergence of a much more rationally planned one, his logo elaborated further 
on the basis of Pani’s urban intervention.

Although derived graphically from his Olympic campaign, which attempted to 
unify the appearance of diverse monuments in order to orient visitors through a 
dispersed Olympic city, the subway signage project was somewhat subtler in the 
ways in which it generated meaning. In order to prove intelligible to subway trav-
elers, it boiled down existing narratives about Mexico City’s urban spaces into 
their most compressed iconic expression. On account of the commentary that it 
imposed on urban transformations of recent date, Wyman’s graphic system also 
created new narratives in relation to the changes that Mexico City’s form was 
undergoing in the late 1960s. Given this dual operation, his urban text functioned 
in a modality that Roland Barthes describes as “mythological.” Mythologies, 

Figure 5.8. Lance Wyman, sign for Tlatelolco 
station of Mexico City subway, 1968–69. Design 
by Lance Wyman and Francisco Gallardo.
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Barthes claims, are key structuring aspects of political and visual cultures, and they 
emerge when “popular” narratives about peoples, places, or events of significance 
become official stories sanctioned by the cultural apparatuses of nation-states. In 
order for them to become official, these narratives necessarily undergo a process 
of simplification, so that their intricacies or internal inconsistencies are gradually 
phased out of view, while aspects simple enough to render them iconic are system-
atically promoted in turn.66

Through the same visual text, Wyman’s subway graphics gave narratives about 
urban locations in the Mexican capital city that were part of the popular domain an 
iconic visual incarnation that bore the stamp of approval of the single-party state. 
Similarly, his system invented new narratives about areas of the city that had only 
recently changed. Yet, by subsuming “old” and “new” narratives within the same 
visual system that included historical events and sites, it de facto rendered these 
recent transformations historical and official. This aspect of Wyman’s system has 
not escaped critics during the past four decades. In a critique of the system, for 
example, Juan Villoro claimed that the key element of Wyman’s campaign is its 
“exploitation of the past.” Wyman was commissioned to create “a modern codex 
with a twofold purpose: proving that pre-Columbian culture was alive and well, 
while acknowledging,” through its reliance on images instead of words, “that many 
of the [Mexico City subway] riders were illiterate.”67

Villoro’s critique is essentially on point, yet there is more to Wyman’s system 
than a glorification of the pre-Columbian past of Mexico, especially since this glo-
rified past was just as prominent within his graphic system as the contemporary 
changes that Mexico City was undergoing during the 1960s. Like his Mexico ’68 
logo, a modernist retooling of an indigenous Mexican textile tradition, his subway 
signage reinterpreted Mesoamerican traditions of painted books, or codices, which 
were similarly focused on iconic images more than on written text.68 Furthermore, 
Wyman has often made explicit reference to the connection between the use of 
pictograms for the Mexico ’68 campaign and for the subway, and pre-Columbian 
systems of visual communication. Because both his Mexico ’68 and subway graphic 
systems focus on iconic details or aspects of the sports or subway stops represented, 
their operation is, in his words, “similar to that used by the ancient Mayans in 
designing their glyphs,” which also focus on salient iconic aspects of places, events, 
and narratives to engender meaning.69

Beyond the formal similarities between Mesoamerican image systems and 
Wyman’s modern “codex,” however, describing his operations as appropriations of 
one cohesive past oversimplifies his selective appropriation of elements drawn from 
a complicated medley of overlapping, manufactured “pasts.” The Pino Suárez sub-
way stop’s graphic representation brings some of the complexity of his urban text 
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to light. His icon for the stop was based on the image of the much-celebrated Aztec 
adoratory discussed earlier (Plate 9). Tellingly, he decided to make this image the 
iconic one for the subway because he could not find an image of relevance actually 
related to José María Pino Suárez (1869–1913), the statesman and poet who played 
a significant role in the Mexican Revolution after whom the station is named. “He 
didn’t really accomplish anything except being a politician,” Wyman has said about 
Pino Suárez, adding that “he wrote poetry but it wasn’t very good,” and that “no 
one cared about it” as he was designing the icons. Wyman retrospectively shows an 
almost complete disregard for a range of postrevolutionary political mythologies 
that lionized figures like Pino Suárez. Instead of this “past,” he dug deeper into a 
“past” at once more recent and much older, drawing upon the newly produced yet 
“ancient” adoratory instead.70 As discussed earlier, the state-sponsored glorification 
of the pre-Columbian past at the Pino Suárez station involved the expertise of pro-
fessionals from various disciplinary backgrounds, not all of whom agreed on the 
historical significance of the find or on how it should be officially discussed. The 
usage of these professionals’ expertise as a tool for political proclamation was thus 
never quite a unified operation. Wyman’s graphics create a mythological discourse 
on the basis of this shifting semantic ground, purposefully draining it of its com-
plications in pursuit of a unified, synthetic expression.

PRESIDENTIAL ITINERARIES
The official inauguration of the subway system’s first line by president Díaz Ordaz 
took place on September 4, 1969. This event took place in tandem with the opening 
of seventy-two other public works around Mexico City. In addition to the mass-
transit system, the president inaugurated several road overpasses, seven markets, 
fifty-five schools, three centers of social assistance in working-class quarters, and 
a public interest hospital.71 The president traveled between several of these venues 
by subway, and wherever the presidential entourage stopped, mass demonstrations 
of support were organized, documented, and reported by the largely sympathetic 
Mexico City press.

Díaz Ordaz’s outpouring of populist energies was a well-timed move, which 
came on the heels of his September 1 address to Mexico’s congress. In this address, 
perhaps the most politically charged of his entire term, Díaz Ordaz discussed the 
events of October 1968 and argued that, despite domestic unrest about his admin-
istration’s economic policies, Mexico’s economy kept being praised internation-
ally. The president discussed the two radically different types of violence that had 
defined recent Mexican social life. One was violence of a political nature, and it had 
informed what he defined as the “anarchical and irrational” events of October 2. 
“Taking ignoble advantage . . . of the proximity of the Olympic games that situated 
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our country in the front line of the international scene,” he proclaimed, “the dis-
tortions of the second semester of last year were promoted.” The second type of 
violence was immanent to capitalist expansion, and its effects on Mexico’s social 
landscape were no less drastic or disorderly, although inevitable if development 
was to be attained. By the end of the 1960s, Díaz Ordaz claimed, Mexico pre-
sented a “complex mosaic,” except not one of ideal racial types living in harmony, 
as the world’s fairs displays of recent years had announced to the world. Instead, 
the mosaic included everything from the most “miserly subsistence” economy to 
“highly industrialized sectors.” “Middle classes experiencing ascent and expan-
sion” thus coexisted with other social sectors that, “because of development itself . . . 
face certain decadence or disappearance in order to become absorbed within 
other social classes.”72 Although Díaz Ordaz acknowledged some of the discontent 
against his administration’s policies, especially among the urban lower and middle 
classes, he naturalized them by describing them as part of capitalism’s inherent and 
inevitable violence.

Because it represented his recapture of many of Mexico City’s public spaces 
while these sites witnessed social unrest, the inauguration ceremonies for the sub-
way lines staged between September 1969 and November 1970 were highly sig-
nificant for Díaz Ordaz. At the newly built Insurgentes Plaza, a public space that 
housed the most ornate of all the early subway stations, the first of these inaugu-
rations was celebrated with an ambitious exhibition. Commissioned directly by 
regente Corona del Rosal, the president, and ICA’s leadership, Eduardo Terrazas 
designed and curated Imagen México. The show consisted of five large rooms that 
included both projected images on screens and photographs displayed throughout 
the plaza. In addition, photographs were installed in the sixteen newly inaugurated 
subway stops on line 1 (Figure 5.9).

The purpose of Imagen México was to brand the newly inaugurated subway as a 
work of significance not only to Mexico City but to all of Mexico. The perceived 
need to persuade popular audiences that this was the case speaks to the difficult 
relationships between city and countryside, capital city and region that defined a 
great deal of national politics in the 1960s. Terrazas commissioned photographers 
to visit several Mexican cities other than the capital and bring back photographs 
representative of different regional attires and cultural practices. In addition, many 
of these photographers depicted landscapes, historic sites, industrial and agricul-
tural developments, as well as architectural monuments (Plate 10). The central-
izing logic of the show was thus akin to that of the MNA, which also attempted 
to create a national-scale synthesis of Mexico’s “mosaic” of cultures, strategically 
erasing from the picture differences of class, race, and gender. Indeed, Terrazas 
argues that the overarching point of the exhibition was to present the subway as 
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a socially inclusive project that, in bringing so much 
international visibility and prestige to the Mexican 
capital, benefited the provinces of Mexico as much as it 

did the large urban center where it was physically built. This was nonetheless a dif-
ficult argument to make, given that the subway’s concrete effects, negative and pos-
itive, were clearly limited to Mexico City and in light of the fact that Mexico City 
residents had been all but completely excluded from the decision-making process 
of the mass-transit system’s construction.73

While images drawn from these regional expeditions were shown in the exhi-
bition’s first two rooms, the third room of Imagen México was devoted to images 
of daily life in the capital city. The fourth room provided an elaborate display of 
kinetic art, a then-new genre of visual art based on the interactive and dynamic 
relationships of color, scale, and light recently shown during the Olympics at the 
Cinetismo exhibition organized for the Cultural Olympiad. Although this type of 
art was in clear conversation with the Olympic graphic interface, it was still largely 
unfamiliar to mass audiences in Mexico. While kinetic art was perceived by some 
as a potentially emancipatory form of art that could break away from the strictures 
of official cultural production in Mexico, this genre could also be adapted to oper-
ate seamlessly within this realm, as it was in a number of different contexts in the 
1960s and 1970s.74

Terrazas’s intervention demonstrated the genre’s adaptability to official capac-
ities as well as its perceptual complexity and flexibility. In his kinetic room for 

Figure 5.9. Eduardo Terrazas, Imagen México, 
exhibition, Mexico City, 1969. Courtesy of 
Eduardo Terrazas.
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Imagen México, Terrazas assembled a literal mosaic of projections by having fifteen 
shifting frames of images projected onto a wall. While the fifteen frames at times 
showcased entirely different images, many of them drawn from the regional pho-
tographic expeditions that Terrazas commissioned, at moments during the pro-
jection sequence they all collectively constructed one unified image, the logo of 
the exhibition (Figure 5.10). This projection sequence was coordinated with the 
changing tunes of musical scores, which included Johann Sebastian Bach’s Bran-
denburg Concertos as well as music by Mexican composers such as José Pablo 
Moncayo.75 Synchronized through a computerized system that matched up the 
projections of light that made up the images with the music, the display repre-
sented, in Terrazas’s words, “an absolute fusion of 
music and painting,” which fulfilled “the old ambi-
tion of the integration of the arts.”76 Here again, a 

Figure 5.10. Eduardo Terrazas, Imagen México, 
exhibition, Mexico City, 1969. Courtesy of 
Eduardo Terrazas.
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piece of Mexico’s “national” musical canon is positioned in communion with a 
fragment of “universal” culture. The encounter of these musical traditions occu-
pies the elusive realm of “universal” culture where so many other official cultural 
projects had attempted to position Mexico’s traditions in the past. The occasional 
fusion of diverse images into a unified projection of the logo of Imagen México 
made an additional and relatively familiar argument, namely, that Mexico’s diverse 
cultures, landscapes, and peoples could become successfully fused together under 
the mantle of a developmentalist “national” cause.

In ways reminiscent of the pavilions showcased internationally during the 
1960s as well as the total design atmosphere of Terrazas’s 1968 Triennial installa-
tion, the plaza itself was covered with large-scale photomontages of images deemed 
“typical” of life in Mexico City. The ensemble converted the circular space of 
Insurgentes Plaza into a continuous, enveloping mural where these images were 
montaged together with views of monuments, regions, and peoples from other 
parts of Mexico (Figure 5.9). Here the line between the spectator and the images 
displayed was intentionally blurred, as Terrazas took the Mexico City photographs 
included in the montage at Insurgentes Plaza and other spaces in Mexico City in 
the days and weeks immediately before the opening of the subway station, and 
then had them magnified and printed at mural scale. The result was that visitors to 
the plaza could literally “confuse themselves” with the images shown on the walls 
that surrounded them.77 In addition, another strategic “confusion” was encour-
aged, as the mural rendered literal the logic of cultural synthesis of the exhibition 
as a whole, fusing capital city and nation by embedding photographs drawn from 
diverse regions of Mexico and those that Terrazas took in Mexico City into a seam-
less graphic surface. Expanding the curatorial logic of the culture museums pro-
duced by Ramírez Vázquez’s office, which was intended to have museum visitors 
see their own self-images reflected in their various displays, Terrazas mapped this 
normative premise onto the streets of the capital city in an attempt to condition 
the urban experience of its dwellers.

Terrazas’s display notwithstanding, arguably the more spectacular scenography 
of the Insurgentes Plaza was contained at the station itself, where a similar rhetoric 
of regional and cultural fusion was explored. The office of Salvador Ortega, a long-
time collaborator of Mario Pani’s, designed the station. Three interwoven textures 
defined its exterior, which was circular in shape, echoing the spiraling shape of 
the plaza where it was situated. The two circular walls that framed the primary 
entrance to the station were clad in marble (Figures 5.11 and 5.12). The entire 
circumference of the station was clad with stone panels that emulated the form 
of sixteenth-century Mexican sculpture. Bands of images that replicated the lan-
guage of Maya glyphs, also found in stone sculpture, framed these panels, creating 
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circular strips that spanned the entire circumference of the building. In addition, 
two walls covered in replicas of Maya glyphs flanked the station on either side of 
its main entrance.

The station was situated within a roundabout 
built at the intersections of the busy Insurgentes and 
Chapultepec avenues. Its composite skin was leg-
ible both to people traveling by foot and to drivers 
who circulated around the station. Because it made a 

Figure 5.11. Salvador Ortega, Insurgentes 
station, Mexico City subway, 1969. Photograph 
by the author.

Figure 5.12. Salvador Ortega, Insurgentes 
station, Mexico City subway, 1969, detail. 
Photograph by the author.
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highly ornamental space out of this intersection, plan-
ning of the Insurgentes Plaza recalled Mario Pani’s 
work of the mid-1940s, especially his partially built 

project for the Crucero Insurgentes–Reforma (1945). Pani had attempted to create 
a similar roundabout including a public square as well as restaurants and hotels at 
this busy intersection, located just north of where the Insurgentes station would 
be built two decades later.78 In addition to Pani’s projects, the spiraling form of 
the Insurgentes Plaza called to mind the Aztec motif of the snail, a highly sym-
bolic trope that previous works like the Chapultepec Gallery (1960) had harked 
back to. But not everything about this station was a simulacrum of ancient things. 
Wyman’s logo for the station, that of a large bell, recalled the narrative of the 
Insurgentes themselves, the armed insurgents who are officially credited with 
starting Mexico’s war of independence led by Father Miguel Hidalgo in 1810, and 
after whom Insurgentes Avenue was originally named. Wyman’s icon refers to 
the church bell that Hidalgo rang in the town of Dolores, Hidalgo, to commence 
the armed conflict, an event memorialized through a yearly performance where 
Mexico’s presidents ring a bell at the Presidential Palace in the Zócalo.

As at the similarly shaped Chapultepec Gallery, the Insurgentes Plaza’s spiraling 
form operated as a prelude to a theatrical space where the station’s core narrative 
unfolded. Subway riders would enter the Insurgentes station under a fiberglass 

Figure 5.13. Salvador Ortega, Insurgentes 
station, Mexico City subway, 1969, fiberglass 
dome. Photograph by the author.
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dome of the same proportions as the ones that crowned the lobbies of almost every 
national culture museum or pavilion that Ramírez Vázquez’s firm had designed 
during the 1960s (Figure 5.13). This list includes the chamber at the Ciudad Juárez 
Museum, as well as at the Mexican Pavilion for the World’s Fair of 1964–65. But 
maybe the most obvious precedent for this space inside the subway station, espe-
cially for Mexico City residents, was Ramírez Vázquez’s Museum of Modern Art, 
whose lobby also welcomed them under an almost identical, monumental fiberglass 
dome (Figure 2.12). Seen in conjunction with the ostensibly modernist form of 
the building, the montage operation at the Insurgentes station summarized highly 
abstracted versions of three Mexican cultural traditions: modern, colonial, and 
pre-Hispanic. It also inscribed this display within the “universal” cultural narra-
tive that its preceding domed structures attempted to tell. As Cuauhtémoc Medina 
points out, the station thus embodied a reworked version of the tense narrative 
of cultural and historical fusion that the Plaza of the Three Cultures attempted to 
articulate.79

Beyond Mexico’s borders, the dome was an ideologically charged form in sub-
way design. The dome at the Insurgentes station calls to mind Alexei Dushkin’s 
Mayakovskaya metro station in Moscow (1938), where domes function as devices 
for propaganda. As at the Insurgentes stop, Dushkin’s domes at the symbolic cen-
ter of the entire Moscow subway system were clearly meant to evoke the contem-
plative atmosphere of a religious, ritual atmosphere. Enclosed within each of the 
dome spaces was a mosaic image that glorified technological and military feats. 
Subway riders in Moscow were thus encouraged to look above themselves in search 
for elevation and edification, and traveling through this station was understood 
by the Stalinist state that produced the system as a journey of indoctrination for 
the public.80 Thirty years later in Mexico City, a similar experience of the subway 
was encouraged. The composite exterior skin of the Insurgentes station was repli-
cated inside, with the same bands of neocolonial and neo-Maya images defining its 
spaces. Time travel and subway travel were thus aligned, so that riding the subway 
was conceived as a journey through the official history of Mexico, from the mod-
ern to the pre-Columbian ages.

The patrons and designers of the Mexico City subway never concealed their 
admiration for the Moscow system. Jorge Espinoza especially praised the Moscow 
metro for its “monumental stations built out of the finest marbles, in which archi-
tects and decorators competed in order to accomplish true works of art.”81 Villoro 
also provocatively compares the Mexican subway to the Moscow metro, which 
“played the same role in Soviet collective imagination as the metro did for Mexico 
City.” Both subways, he argued, attempted to perform similar functions of public 
indoctrination, and the dialogue between these two projects of social engineering 
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and infrastructure must be inscribed within a more profound set of interrelations 
between Soviet and Mexican design cultures during the twentieth century.82

While the inauguration of Insurgentes Plaza was the most dramatic of all these 
events, the entire construction of the first stage of the Mexican subway was defined 
by elaborate propaganda episodes. The subway’s second line was inaugurated on 
September 13, 1970. Like the inauguration of the first line, this date also had 
significant calendrical implications because it fell on the Niños Héroes holiday, 
which commemorates the death of a group of young Mexican cadets at the Battle 
of Chapultepec on September 12 and 13, 1847, during the Mexican-American war. 
On September 13, 1970, Díaz Ordaz commemorated this holiday at Chapultepec 
Park with a speech that praised the constructive efforts of that mythical Mexican 
“youth,” and explicitly denounced the acts of civil disobedience of the Mexican 
youth of the present day, who continued to protest against his administration.83

Like most major newspapers, Mexico City daily Novedades described the presi-
dent’s itinerary through each of the newly inaugurated second line’s stops in great 
detail.84 The report described the new Bellas Artes station as a “station-museum,” 
because it displayed replicas of pre-Columbian structures “so well made that one 
cannot realize that many of them are made of plastic and clay,” even though “some 
are real monoliths.” It also emphasized that the presidential parade admired the 
scale models of Mexico City exhibited at the Zócalo subway stop, which displayed 
Mexico City as it would have appeared during the pre-Columbian period as well 
as during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Well-ensconced official figures 
were responsible for these models: while Ignacio Marquina provided information 
to the model maker, José Iturriaga, about Mexico City’s Aztec-era form, Salvador 
Novo provided Iturriaga with insights about the city’s eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century form.85 In addition to admiring replicas and miniatures of these urban 
spaces, Díaz Ordaz inaugurated a system of public squares in the historic down-
town district, as well as the paving works of the Calzada México-Tacuba, a major 
road that connects the downtown core of the city and several highly populated 
districts to its north and west. Accompanied by members of the STC as well as by 
ICA’s leadership, Díaz Ordaz was also joined by leading members of the Partido de 
Acción Nacional (PAN) and Partido Popular Socialista (PPS) opposition parties, 
who expressed their support for the completion of the subway.86

November 20, 1970, the date of inauguration of the subway’s third line, 
was no less significant than its predecessors, and included the inauguration of 
more public works. Díaz Ordaz began his pilgrimage at the Monument to the 
Revolution—a recaptured piece of the Legislative Palace project begun under 
Porfirio Díaz—converted by 1938 into a monumental freestanding structure by 
architect Carlos Obregón Santacilia.87 Eventually, the president made his way to 
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the Nonoalco–Tlatelolco complex, where the third subway line had its final stop at 
the time (Figure 5.14). There, hundreds of residents of the housing project greeted 
him in a carefully staged and heavily policed demonstration, helping him reclaim 
the very space where the massacre had happened. Afterward, he returned to the 
National Palace in the Zócalo to preside over the Sports Parade that drew partic-
ipants from various parts of Mexico to cele-
brate Revolution Day. Staged only ten days 
before the end of Díaz Ordaz’s presidential 
term, the inauguration of the third line was 

Figure 5.14. Gustavo Díaz Ordaz tours the 
Tlatelolco station, Mexico City subway, 
November 20, 1970. Fundación ICA, Mexico 
City.
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also the farewell event for the president. In his last major public appearance, he 
described completion of the subway as a result of Mexico’s “peaceful and perma-
nent revolution,” a process whose positive and concrete effects on the fabric of 
Mexico City were unquestionable, the many critiques against it notwithstanding.88

DECADENT STAGE SETS
It was never a secret that the Insurgentes station and its peers among the subway’s 
other stations were envisioned as propaganda showpieces in addition to serving 
practical, infrastructural purposes. An image from ICA’s archives encapsulates the 
desires for cosmopolitan visibility of the entire campaign of subway construction 
(Figure 5.15). The image displays Tuzo Iseki, an engineer from Osaka, as he expe-
riences the station’s domed interior. Iseki came to Mexico City as a delegate to the 
annual meeting of the International Association of Public Transit, held in tandem 

with the inauguration of the first subway line. In the 
photograph, the delegate from a city that would soon 
become a world’s fair site curiously touches the neo-
Maya glyphs at the station during a cocktail party. He 

Figure 5.15. Tuzo Iseki, Osaka visitor, touches 
the neo-Maya reliefs at the Insurgentes station, 
Mexico City subway, 1969. Fundación ICA, 
Mexico City.



23
9

Su
bt

er
ra

ne
an

 S
ce

no
gr

ap
hi

es

holds a glass emblazoned with Lance Wyman’s Camino Real Hotel logo, a marker 
not only of a specific space of hospitality but of an entire economy of leisure to 
which Wyman attempted to give iconic value. The photograph’s point is clear: as 
activated by a high-stakes meeting of bureaucrats, politicians, and transport tech-
nicians, the most spectacular stage set of the Mexico City subway monumentalizes 
the capital’s arrival to the ranks of modernized, developed cities of the world, yet 
reminds us that the city retained its cultural specificity throughout the process, 
much to the awe of the foreigners who encountered it.

This triumphant scene can be contrasted with a vignette about the Insurgentes 
station produced almost exactly a decade later. In 1978, urban chronicler José 
Joaquín Blanco described a bleak social scene outside the station. Evoking the most 
significant artistic episodes and trends of the previous decade, Blanco claimed that 
in the late 1960s “Geometric art was fashionable,” while “the Olympic posters, 
the Route of Friendship,” and “words like ‘abstract,’ ‘kinetic,’ and ‘computation’” 
were used widely. Although rooted in this design environment, Ortega’s station 
was disengaged from the fabric of the Mexican capital city. “A publicized architec-
tural model, the [Insurgentes station] did not associate itself with the hoary build-
ings that surrounded it, but with scenographies from other planets,” expressing 
desires for a “luxurious and supermodern city, of science-fiction levels.” Blanco 
waxed skeptical about whether the station had accomplished its task of collective 
persuasion. Instead of an optimistic and indoctrinated population happy to travel 
through official history every day, anonymous youths, members of a pauperized 
urban laboring class, inhabited its architecture. The station only preserved some 
of its intended grandeur when fully empty: “Ample and lonely, [it] would at night 
become the perfect scenography for a climactic danger scene: it recovers its cer-
emonial air, now that of a temple to violence within whose darkness  .  .  . police 
officers smoke, chat, awaiting the moment to operate.”89

In Blanco’s narrative, the most emblematic Mexican subway station monumen-
talizes the real results of the economic violence that Díaz Ordaz had described as 
essential to ensure Mexico’s development a few days before the metro opened, 
though what it showcases is not quite what the former president referred to. As 
I argue below, the success or failure of the subway’s scenographies may not be 
so easy to assess, especially because of their centrality to the Mexican capital’s 
urban culture. But for all the imaginary time travels and political propaganda it 
attempted to facilitate in its early days, the subway also brought its share of real-
world problems to its patrons long before the “miracle” was over. As discussed 
earlier in this chapter, the subway’s early history was defined by bitter political 
battles between municipal and presidential power circles and the large network 
of clientelist forces with which they interacted. In spite of the efforts of figures 
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such as Rodríguez to sanitize this violent process, the physical production of the 
system had been traumatic all the way through. Driven by ICA’s considerable real-
estate interests in downtown Mexico City, construction of the subway routes had 
displaced numerous residents of inner-city areas, engendering significant public 
opposition.90 The subway’s completion could also be understood as a monumen-
tal demonstration of the extreme centralization of wealth and infrastructure in 
Mexico City to the detriment of the rest of Mexico, despite what Terrazas’s Imagen 
México attempted to argue.91

Rarely made explicit in the celebratory accounts of the period, one aspect of the 
subway project’s political import—its relationship to labor and protesting youth—
surfaced, albeit in a less than obvious manner, in the first issue of Presencia, in 
an article about the first meeting of unionized subway workers. At the meeting, 
Leopoldo González, the first director of the subway system, began his speech with 
a not-so-veiled reference to the social unrest among Mexico City youth that had 
defined the city’s recent life. “The metro,” he claimed, “represents the most evident 
and ostensible proof of what the youth is capable of doing when its enthusiasm and unrest are 
channeled constructively.”92 González not only reified the subway as an embodiment 
of Mexico’s diplomatic and technological maturity whose own spaces for transpor-
tation fostered the unity and harmony of the capital’s divided social groups, he also 
described the actual production of the subway as a force of social unification that 
pacified potentially unruly youth.

Although the initial inauguration of the subway allowed its patrons to make 
claims about its socially unifying powers, episodes of urban violence overshadowed 
subsequent stages of completion of the system. For example, the inauguration of 
the most substantial expansion of line 1 since its construction, which took place 
on June 10, 1972, was almost entirely invisible in the Mexico City press. Instead, 
the most-discussed events at the time were the protests of youth in Mexico City, 
who, despite significant repression and police violence, commemorated the death 
of protesting students at the hands of police officers a year earlier, on June 10, 
1971, at demonstrations staged during Corpus Christi celebrations.93 On June 12, 
a bomb threat at the PRI headquarters was diffused, and on June 13, several stu-
dents were killed during protests at the UNAM campus. These were all signs that 
urban protests against the PRI-controlled administration would not abate anytime 
soon, not least as a result of who came to lead this administration. Luis Echeverría, 
widely considered the mastermind behind the October 2 massacre, was designated 
president by the PRI’s “internal” elections after serving as Díaz Ordaz’s minister of 
the interior. This, in addition to worsening economic conditions in the capital city 
and throughout Mexico by the early 1970s, accounts for the heightened dissent of 
the period.94
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González’s description of the subway as a force for social pacification resonates 
interestingly with key aspects of Mexico ’68’s propaganda. Before the subway 
was completed, Ramírez Vázquez and other members of the MOC had described 
the completed Olympic project, its difficult relationship to the October 2 massa-
cre of students notwithstanding, in virtually the exact same terms as the patrons 
of the subway used to discuss its social effects. Dismissing their mass protests as 
mere “youthful preoccupations,” the architect-politician praised the students who 
donated their labor to the “constructive” task of staging the Olympics and openly 
condemned those who protested.95 Regente Corona del Rosal, who facilitated 
construction of the subway at the municipal level, had made similar statements 
during the Olympics. He was among the first to signal out “Communist infiltra-
tion” among the Mexican youth as the cause of the student protests in a statement 
specifically for the foreign press at the Olympic Village on October 3, 1968, a few 
hours after the massacre at the Plaza of the Three Cultures.96 As regente, he fully 
subscribed to the propaganda campaign surrounding the subway’s alleged pacify-
ing effects, systematically praising its ability to indoctrinate the urban masses by 
reinforcing national mythologies.

The subway system never was the site of as dramatic a confrontation between 
the state’s normative agendas and popular dissent as the Plaza of the Three 
Cultures. But, as Cuauhtémoc Medina argues, at least one event seems to have con-
firmed Blanco’s observations that, not too long after its spectacular inauguration, 
the subway stood for precisely the opposite of what it was once intended to repre-
sent. As Medina notes, several of Mexico City’s subway stations were used as stage 
sets for the most dramatic chase scenes of Paul Verhoeven’s film Total Recall (1990), 
starring Arnold Schwarzenegger. Situated in the year 2084, Total Recall chroni-
cles the action-packed descent of Schwarzenegger’s character into existential ruin 
after he realizes that Rekall, a sinister corporation whose makeup resembles that 
of a modern nation-state, has implanted false memories in his mind. The metro’s 
appearance in the film seems to confirm Blanco’s claim that the architecture of the 
Insurgentes station, featured prominently in Total Recall, was more at home in the 
universe of science-fiction films than in the concrete fabric of the Mexican capi-
tal. The presence of the entire subway system in Total Recall also fulfills Fortune 
magazine’s 1969 suggestion that the primary mode of perception of the subway 
was one of seemingly innocent “viewing.” In “viewing” the subway in this way, 
the labor relations, ideological strifes, and urban conflicts that lay at the origins of 
the project take a back seat, and the detached, aestheticizing gaze of “international” 
visitors instead becomes central. Rendered anonymous by the perverse magic of 
film—it is, of course, never revealed in Total Recall that the film is shot in Mexico—
the Mexican subway is now continuously “viewed” in precisely these terms every 
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time the popular movie is watched, though the film perhaps makes a subtle associa-
tion between Rekall’s brainwashing activities and the propaganda operations of the 
Mexican state that commissioned the subway.

In somewhat reductive terms, Medina argues that Mexico’s underdevelopment 
explains why Mexico City was selected as the location in which to shoot the film. 
Because labor was cheapest there, the capital city was the most cost-efficient place 
in which to undertake the most expensive stages of production of the film. Indeed, 
shooting in the capital city’s “real” scenography was cheaper than building an arti-
ficial stage set in Hollywood, a fact that rendered Mexico City into a “southern 
maquiladora branch of the Hollywood dream factory.”97

In the face of these production conditions, the unstable commodity status of 
the elaborate subway stations may render their profoundly nationalist iconography 
immaterial. The subtle allusions of the film to a malevolent authority that brain-
washes its consumers notwithstanding, as represented in Total Recall the Mexico 
City subway is consumed as a depoliticized artifact that does not share any visible 
ties to its “real” urban environment, to the specific cultural milieu out of which it 
emerged, or to the patron state that designed, implemented, and promoted it. In 
a sense, then, the subway’s legibility as a stage set for a science-fiction film fulfills 
the desire for cosmopolitan validation that the photograph of the Osaka visitor to 
the Insurgentes station embodies so dramatically, except that the Mexican state’s 
authorial stamp is entirely erased from the picture. The culturally specific yet uni-
versally modernist language of the subway, which includes the sleek surfaces and 
dramatic scenographies of its stations as well as the distinctive graphic interface 
through which it was promoted, seems to betray the project’s localized national 
aims. In other words, because it catered to an “international” gaze of cosmopolitan 
viewers so efficiently from the very start, the subway lends itself exceedingly well 
to playing a fictional role in the imaginary postnational universe that Total Recall 
attempts to construct.

Yet, Medina tendentiously examines only a small aspect of the subway’s mass-
mediated reception, and perhaps not the most gracious one. Having survived Total 
Recall and the 1985 earthquake, the subway has remained the most affordable way 
to traverse Mexico City, serving the capital’s popular classes and continuing to 
operate as one of the more efficient systems of its kind in large world cities. Not 
quite the subject of bombastic official propaganda or international attention that it 
once was, the subway nevertheless remains central to Mexico City’s urban culture. 
Indeed, just as significant as its appearance in Total Recall is the metro’s larger-
than-life presence across other horizons of popular culture. In popular music, for 
example, the metro looms large. The enduring popularity of songs like Rodrigo 
“Rockdrigo” González’s 1982 song “Metro Balderas,” inspired by the Balderas stop 
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where lines 1 and 3 meet, speaks to the profound attachment that some residents of 
the capital feel toward the metro. In the song, a man mourns the disappearance of 
a girlfriend, whom he has lost amid a crowd of subway riders. In perhaps the most 
alluring passage of the song, González evokes Freud to imply that the man’s emo-
tions emerge in the underground transit system, drawing a parallel between the 
Freudian conception of the subconscious as a submerged space within the mind 
and the subway’s location under the city. González thus implies that the metro may 
operate as a site where Mexico City’s collective unconscious can unleash itself.

González’s early death at the age of thirty-four as a consequence of the 1985 
earthquake has afforded him cult status, including a monument erected in his 
honor at the Balderas subway stop, but he is not the only figure who has pointed 
out the subway’s important social function. Carlos Monsiváis echoes Rockdrigo’s 
description of the subway as a space of collective expression, where diverse social 
sectors are compelled to mingle every day. Yet Monsiváis suggests that this fusion 
does not take place in the normative ways in which the subway’s early proponents 
aimed for it to happen. Instead, locations like the Glorieta de Insurgentes, where 
residents of diverse social extraction, political affiliation, and sexual orientation 
converge daily, facilitate the expression of dissent and difference in myriad ways.98 
At the very epicenter of the infrastructural network that the exhibitionist state left 
behind, a cultural synthesis indeed continues to happen, one where the affective 
ties and urban markers of the multiethnic, socially uneven landscape of the greatly 
expanded megalopolis continue to evolve with the “miracle’s” scenography as their 
backdrop.



Figure E1. Untitled photograph of construction 
works at Cuemanco Canal, Xochimilco, 1968. 
Archivo General de la Nación (AGN), Mexico 
City.
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ometime in the early spring of 1968, the Mexican Olympic Committee 
sent a group of photographers to document the construction of the 
Olympic rowing canal of Cuemanco at Xochimilco. In an unpublished 
image that resulted from the visit, one of the unidentified photographers, 

perhaps Francisco Uribe, caught another photographer directly below him as he 
attempted to document construction efforts from a different angle. Busily at work, 
both photographers hang suspended over a large yet rudimentary ditch, a rugged 
extension of the elaborate canal system of the then small city and hardly an impres-
sive work of sports infrastructure (Figure E1). The image is formally intricate and 
somewhat difficult to read, and it is not easy to tell at first glance just what these 
photographers are photographing, other than each other.

In the most literal sense, the photograph illustrates how rapidly the new sports 
infrastructure of Mexico ’68 was built: just a few months after this photograph 
was taken, Cuemanco became a full-blown Olympic venue. As such, this piece of 
Olympic ephemera could be interpreted along both triumphalist and apocalyptic 
lines. It could work equally well as proof of the precariousness of Mexico’s third-
world preparations for an event of first-world caliber or, alternatively, as a heroic 
demonstration of the Mexican Olympic Committee and its patron state’s organiza-
tional triumph despite what were at times very bad odds for success.

Yet the photograph’s formal complexity precludes such straightforward read-
ings. The two photographers seem to avidly photograph mostly empty space, as 
if hoping that their act of mechanical image reproduction might create Olympic 
infrastructure out of thin air. Their intertwined acts of documentation thus per-
form more than a merely illustrative function. They become gestures of spatial 
and temporal projection that presage the emergence of a nascent image economy 
by delimiting a future Olympic site as one soon to be occupied by a monumen-
tal architectural intervention and the propaganda energies that it will attract and 

epilogue

Olympic  
Afterlives
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generate. The Olympic outtake is thus evocative of the many logistical, real-world 
challenges that Ramírez Vázquez’s campaign had to contend with, and given its 
instrumental quality as part of Olympic preparations, it is also one of many devices 
used to overcome them. At the same time, it points to the central role that design 
interventions and their associated representations played not only in overcoming 
Mexico ’68’s organizational challenges but in channeling the anxieties that these 
challenges engendered.

The Cuemanco photograph delimits the boundaries of the discursive space 
inhabited not only by the rest of “old” and “new” monuments produced or refur-
bished for Mexico ’68 but by the majority of the exhibitionist state’s design inter-
ventions. This was a space of opportunities and risks where these official objects 
and their representations operated as the public interface of an unruly conglomer-
ate of interests within and beyond Mexico’s national borders. Design professionals 
based beyond these borders looked opportunistically to these kinds of discursive 
spaces. At a certain point, for example, the 1966 exchange between Robert Moses 
and his former collaborator Gregory Dawson cited in chapter 4 took an oddly 
prophetic turn. Dawson, who had recently opened a Mexico City branch for his 
office and was eager to attract commissions from Latin American bureaucracies, 
including Mexico’s, claimed to be pioneering an entirely new design field. This 
field would be devoted to the creation of spectacular environments for all kinds 
of clients, from the governments of nation-states and municipal city authorities to 
powerful private corporations. These spaces would significantly enhance the tech-
niques of persuasion used for commercial and diplomatic purposes at world’s fairs 
until then. Instead of being spatially and institutionally tied to these increasingly 
unprofitable temporary events, however, Dawson believed that one day these envi-
ronments could be built en masse in shopping malls throughout the expanding 
cities of the developed and developing worlds. He hyperbolically described this 
insight to Moses as

perhaps the most significant development in the field of reaching masses of people 
effectively to be developed since television. It is, in fact, the exploitation . . . of 
many of the principles that convinced companies to participate in the [1964–65 
New York World’s Fair]—the factor, for example, of involving people personally 
with a company or project through all the known senses.1

Dawson’s attempt to translate the advertising strategies of world’s fairs into a 
specialized design service was certainly interesting, and it may have indeed her-
alded significant changes in the design of shopping environments. Yet, when com-
pared to the projects commissioned by Mexico’s exhibitionist state, it was arguably 
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behind the times. Ramírez Vázquez and his fellow professionals understood that 
designers could take on increasingly prominent roles in the midst of the geopo-
litical and economic transformations of the mid-twentieth century, and they pro-
vided the single-party state and its allied interests with a series of environments 
much like the ones the U.S.-based designer claimed to be inventing. At various 
levels, these works operated as advertisements for the state’s multiple agendas, and, 
involving virtually all the senses, they made these agendas visible and palpable 
throughout the urban landscape of Mexico’s capital city and beyond. While moti-
vated by political interests, these works also aimed to spur economic gains, stim-
ulating tourism, industrial, and real-estate investments through strategic incisions 
into the expanding fabric of the capital city as well as through broader overhauls 
of its infrastructures. The understanding of design practices as being able to influ-
ence their sociopolitical environments had been ingrained in Mexico’s political 
economy for quite some time before Ramírez Vázquez’s contemporaries came into 
the picture. Yet, at the high point of this generation’s political career, this disci-
plinary field’s capacities not just to aestheticize its environments but to shape them 
actively expanded to a degree that has not been matched since.

The fallout from these interventions is expansive. Ramírez Vázquez retained 
his position as the most politically involved architect of Mexico well past the 
“miracle,” producing major state-sponsored and corporate commissions into the 
1990s. Eduardo Terrazas remained an influential figure in architecture and plan-
ning circles. A decade after Mexico ’68, between 1978 and 1979, he permanently 
inscribed many aspects of the temporary Olympic spectacle into the capital city’s 
fabric through his design of signage for the Ejes Viales, major thoroughfares that 
crisscross some of the densest areas of the city. The influence of Lance Wyman’s 
graphic systems for Mexico ’68 and the Mexico City subway has undeniably been 
profound, not only because they launched his own successful career, but also 
because way-finding signage that relies on images and not words has become some-
thing of a lingua franca for the production of urban infrastructures.2

Other fragments of the exhibitionist state’s image economies, notably those of 
the dispersed Olympic campus, also continue to occupy prominent sites through-
out the capital city. The Sports Palace’s once-shiny roof now evinces scars inflicted 
by time and by Mexico City’s notorious air pollution, which has dramatically 
increased the opacity of the roof itself as well as of the capital’s once-transparent 
atmosphere (Figure E2). The Palace’s previously expansive and carefully land-
scaped grounds, including its painted pavement, have been engulfed by the city 
that has grown around them, yet this has hardly precluded the popular monu-
ment’s remaining ingrained in the city’s urban culture. The painted pavement in 
front of the UNAM Olympic Stadium was replaced several decades ago, and the 
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one in front of the Aztec Stadium has faded 
considerably, to the point where its radiat-
ing, formerly vibrant colors, still anchored 
by Calder’s periodically repainted sculpture, are now hard to discern. Yet, the 
apparent decay of this aspect of the stadium’s Olympic iconography is actually a 
consequence of the venue’s success as a magnet for ever-larger crowds of sports 
fans, who have not ceased to activate it during the last five decades.

Similarly, the sculptures of the Route of Friendship are now located in a densely 
packed area of Mexico City. Here, the capital’s physical boundaries become 
increasingly blurred with those of the neighboring regions the city has contin-
ued to engulf, and very little, if any, trace of Mathias Goeritz’s roadway utopia 
seems to be visible anywhere. If Goeritz thought the limited scale of the Route of 
Friendship’s sculptures hampered their visibility in the midst of what now seems 
like a comparatively empty urban periphery, the city now dwarfs many of them 
even more than it did before. However, this apparent erasure of the Route’s pres-
ence is arguably a marker of its success on another front, for the section of the city 
where the sculptures are placed has also grown dramatically, fulfilling at least the 
purely speculative component of Goeritz’s promise.

At a site in Chapultepec Park that is adjacent to the main entrance to the National 
Museum of Anthropology and is not far from the long-since-static Tlaloc mono-
lith, the contemporary Flyers of Papantla perform six days a week. First tested 
out as a temporary spectacle at world’s fairs, the Flyers’ act, which remains largely 
unchanged, is now permanently grafted onto the capital city’s urban fabric. The 
museum to which the performance is spatially attached, and which remains a cen-
tral component of the official management and display of Mexico’s cultural patri-
mony, takes the place of both the ancient monuments and the modern pavilions in 
front of which generations of Flyers have performed over the decades. Like many 
others, this folkloric component of Mexico’s official culture came into its own as an 
aggregate of site-specific theatrical interventions often staged far from Mexico, in 
the midst of various kinds of diplomatic and commercial exchanges. As the Flyers 
revolve around the pole planted firmly on the ground, their dizzying choreography 
provides an ephemeral but powerful glimpse into this chaotic history.

Figure E2. Félix Candela, Enrique Castañeda, 
and Antonio Peyrí, Sports Palace, Mexico City, 
1968, detail. Photograph by the author.
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Plate 1. Lance Wyman, designer, Mexico ’68 logo, 1968. 





Opposite:

Plate 2. Juan Guzmán, Los Manantiales restaurant 
under construction, Xochimilco, c. 1957–58. 
Colección Juan Guzmán, Instituto de Investigaciones 
Estéticas, UNAM, Mexico City.

Plate 3. Eduardo Terrazas, painting of the Aztec 
Stadium Plaza with Calder sculpture, Olympic 
Design Program, Mexico City, 1968. Courtesy of 
Eduardo Terrazas.

Above: 

Plate 4. Eduardo Terrazas, Mexico Pavilion, 
Fourteenth Triennale of Milan, Olympic Design 
Program, 1968. Courtesy of Eduardo Terrazas.



Plate 5. Eduardo Terrazas, color street structure of Mexico City, Olympic Design Program, 1968.  
Courtesy of Eduardo Terrazas.



Plate 6. “Mexico’s Subway Is for Viewing,” Fortune, February 1969.



Above: 

Plate 7. Aztec Adoratory, Pino Suárez station, Mexico 
City subway, 1969. Photograph by Robin Bath. 
Courtesy of Lance Wyman.

Opposite:

Plate 8. Lance Wyman, Mexico City subway map and 
signage system, 1968–69. Design by Lance Wyman, 
Francisco Gallardo, and Arturo Quiñones.

Plate 9. Lance Wyman, sign for Pino Suárez station 
of Mexico City subway, 1968–69. Design by Lance 
Wyman, Francisco Gallardo, and Arturo Quiñones.





Plate 10. Eduardo Terrazas, Imagen México, exhibition, Mexico City, 1969. Courtesy of Eduardo Terrazas.


