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DISCOVER MEXICO CITY



Mexico City occupies a piece of land that seems destined to hold a grand place in history. Blanketing a broad alpine valley, it was once Tenochtitlan, an island city that was the most populous in the Americas—and by some estimates, the world—during the 15th century. Razed following the Spanish conquest, Tenochtitlan’s ruins lie beneath the modern metropolis, which covers 1,480 square kilometers and has a population of over 21 million.


Amid the urban sprawl, there are lovely residential enclaves, architectural landmarks, and a multitude of cultural treasures, from dazzling pre-Columbian artifacts to artist Frida Kahlo’s childhood home. For those who love to eat, there is no better place to explore Mexico’s varied palate. The city’s famous food scene runs the gamut from relaxed street-side taco stands to elegant fine dining.


Mexico City defies expectations. Baroque palaces rise above streets noisy with traffic, generic convenience stores stand beside old-fashioned coffee shops filled with seniors sipping café con leche, and contemporary art galleries adjoin hole-in-the-wall bakeries and auto repair shops. Many of the descriptors most closely associated with the capital—crime, pollution, poverty—belie a city that is beguilingly low-key and friendly, rarely gruff, and invariably worth the effort it takes to explore. In this and every way, Mexico City is a place you must experience to understand. Come expecting one city and you’ll likely find another. The contrasts, both jarring and delightful, define this mad metropolis, one of the most singular and marvelous places on earth.
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Parroquia de San Juan Bautista in central Coyoacán
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Iglesia de la Santísima Trinidad
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Templo de Regina Coeli
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cyclists on the Paseo de la Reforma during Paseo Dominical
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Monument to the Mexican Revolution
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the Ángel de la Independencia on the Paseo de la Reforma








10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Visit Museo del Templo Mayor: Mexico City’s rich and tumultuous history is revealed at these ruins of a great temple-pyramid that was destroyed during the 16th-century Spanish siege on Tenochtitlan. The museum showcases artifacts recovered from the archaeological site.
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2 Admire Palacio de Bellas Artes: With its grand marble facade and opulent art deco interior, the Palacio de Bellas Artes is one of Mexico’s most striking buildings, as well as its keynote arts institution.
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3 Tour Museo Nacional de Antropología: In this fascinating museum, the most impressive rooms are dedicated to the people who lived in Tenochtitlan, today Mexico City.
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4 Get to Know Frida Kahlo: A superbly talented painter and a beloved icon throughout the world, Frida Kahlo is celebrated at the lovely, intimate museum in her childhood home.
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5 Enjoy Cantina Culture: These relaxed neighborhood bars and gathering spots are an essential part of life in Mexico City. Spend a few hours enjoying the convivial atmosphere with a shot of tequila in hand.
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6 See Spectacular Teotihuacán: Admire the views from the top of two spectacular temple-pyramids at Mexico’s most visited archaeological site, a day trip just outside the city limits.
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7 Stop by Contemporary Art Galleries: With the opening of new world-class museums and the continued excellence of many long-running galleries, the city’s contemporary art scene continues to flourish.
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8 Devour Tacos: Mexico City’s tremendous food scene is reason alone to visit, and nothing is more emblematic of the capital than tacos, from inexpensive carnitas served at street stands to gourmet iterations.
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9 Sip Pulque: This fizzy fermented beverage is made from the sap of the maguey cactus. Drinking pulque is a tradition in the capital and today the beverage is experiencing a deserved revival.
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10 Stoll through Traditional Markets: If you only have time to visit one of the city’s many colorful and atmospheric markets, make it Mercado de la Merced.








EXPLORE MEXICO CITY



THE BEST OF MEXICO CITY


DAY 1: THE CENTRO HISTÓRICO


Metro: Zócalo


Mexico City’s Zócalo, one of the largest public squares in the world, was once the center of the Mexica city of Tenochtitlan, the remains of which lie beneath the modern metropolis. After the conquest, the Zócalo became the heart of the new Spanish city, and was called the Plaza Mayora throughout the colonial era. Take a moment to feel the power and history of this grand plaza, then head north to visit the remains of Tenochtitlan’s holiest site at the fascinating and recently expanded Museo del Templo Mayor. This twin temple-pyramid, which adjoined Tenochtitlan’s central plaza, was destroyed by the Spanish and then buried for centuries beneath the colonial city. Its base was uncovered in the 1970s, along with hundreds of artifacts now held in the on-site museum. It’s one of the Centro’s most important sights.
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The Zócalo is the open plaza at the center of Mexico City.





Have lunch at El Cardenal, just a block from the Zócalo, widely considered one of the best traditional Mexican restaurants in the city. After lunch, head east along the bustling pedestrian street Madero, stopping to see the current show in the Palacio de Cultura Citibanamex, if it’s open, and taking note of two iconic buildings just before the Eje Central, the Casa de los Azulejos and the Palacio Postal. Next, cross the Eje Central to take a turn around the museum in the Palacio de Bellas Artes, one of the city’s flagship cultural institutions, where the gorgeous art deco interiors are as opulent as its elaborate marble facade. It’s worth the admission fee to ascend to the top floors of the building, where there are interesting murals by Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and Rufino Tamayo, as well as contemporary art galleries.
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the Palacio de Bellas Artes







BEST PEOPLE-WATCHING


MORNINGS AT CAFÉ JEKEMIR


There’s a mix of seniors, students, and neighborhood locals sipping espressos at this long-running café in the Centro, which recently moved from its longtime location on the corner of Isabel la Católica to a storefront on the pedestrian street Regina.


SATURDAY MORNING AT THE TIANGUIS CULTURAL DEL CHOPO


You’ll find a pierced-and-tattooed crowd at this unique Saturday morning punk-rock market, originally founded as an informal album exchange for music lovers.


SATURDAY NIGHT IN THE ROMA NORTE


Stroll along Álvaro Obregón, the Roma’s central avenue, on a Saturday night, when crowds often spill from the barroom into the street.


SUNDAYS ON PASEO DE LA REFORMA


People from every age group, neighborhood, and walk of life come together on Sundays for the Paseo Dominical or the Ciclotón to pedal, skate, or stroll along the grand Paseo de la Reforma, which is closed to automobile traffic from 8am to 2pm
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On Sundays, the Paseo de la Reforma is closed to automobile traffic.





ANY HOUR, ANY DAY AT THE BASÍLICA DE SANTA MARÍA DE GUADALUPE


At the shrine to the Virgen de Guadalupe, mass is held every hour from 6am to 8pm, drawing mobs of worshippers from across Mexico and Latin America, many arriving in traditional dress, as part of a bicycle tour, or on their knees.





Dusk is the perfect time to start a tour of the Centro’s cantinas. Begin by sipping a tequila at the grandest old joint, Bar La Ópera, on Cinco de Mayo. Next, see the city in all its glittering glory for the top floors of the Torre Latinoamericana in the in-house bar and restaurant Miralto.


DAY 2: CHAPULTEPEC AND THE CONDESA


Metro: Chapultepec, followed by Sevilla


Set aside the morning to tour the Museo Nacional de Antropología, a vast and absorbing museum dedicated to pre-Columbian and modern-day cultures in Mexico. You won’t have time to see the whole museum, so streamline your visit by focusing on the spectacular rooms dedicated to the Mexica people of Tenochtitlan, as well as the Teotihuacán galleries. Back outside, take an hour or two to explore a bit of the surrounding Bosque de Chapultepec on foot, strolling past the multidisciplinary cultural center Casa del Lago Juan José Arreola, the pretty lake beside it, and the striking modern facade of the Museo de Arte Moderno. Stop into the museum if the show interests you, or continue your walk past the base of the Castillo de Chapultepec, which sits on a rocky outcropping overlooking the park and the Paseo de la Reforma.
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paddle boaters on the lake in the Primera Sección de Chapultepec
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Museo Nacional de Antropología





Just below the Castillo de Chapultepec are the main gates to the park. From here, take a taxi or jump on the Metro one stop from Chapultepec to Sevilla, then walk into the Roma Norte for a late lunch at Contramar, an ultra-popular, always-bustling seafood restaurant near the Glorieta de la Cibeles. There’s often a wait around lunchtime, but the food and atmosphere are ideal.


After lunch, spend a few leisurely hours watching dogs romp and children play in Parque México. Stroll along Avenida Amsterdam, snapping photos of the Condesa’s distinctive art deco architecture and enjoying the people-watching in the many neighborhood cafés. Wrap up the day with a leisurely beer at Monstruo de Agua, or at Roma favorite Páramo.


DAY 3: COYOACÁN


Metro: Viveros


If you arrive in Coyoacán via the Metro stop Viveros, you can admire old country mansions and towering trees while walking into the heart of the neighborhood via Avenida Francisco Sosa. Peek into the rust-colored Moorish-inspired hacienda that is home to the Fonoteca Nacional, an interesting sound archive and gallery space. Down the road, take a breather in charming Plaza Santa Catarina, a quiet, cobbled square popular with locals and their dogs. Once you arrive in the center of town, spend some time people-watching in Jardín Hidalgo and Jardín Centenario, the two old-fashioned public plazas at the center of the neighborhood.


Grab a mocha at Coyoacán classic Café El Jarocho, then wander through the Mercado Coyoacán, where you can snack on a tostada or two (the market is famous for them) to tide you over till lunch. From there, it’s a few blocks to the Museo Frida Kahlo, a moving museum dedicated to the life and legacy of its namesake artist. Walk back to the Jardín Centenario for a late lunch on the patio at Los Danzantes, and accompany your meal with a shot of their eponymous mezcal. If you want to extend the evening, drop in for a craft beer (or another mezcal) at the convivial Centenario 107, just a few blocks away.
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Museo Frida Kahlo





DAY 4: SAN ÁNGEL AND UNAM


Metrobús: La Bombilla, then CCU


Saturday is a popular time to visit the colonial-era neighborhood of San Ángel, where the weekly Bazaar Sábado attracts some excellent artisan vendors, as well as some modern designers. If you aren’t visiting on a Saturday, check out the lovely Museo de El Carmen, housed in a colonial-era Carmelite monastery. From there, stroll through the neighborhood to the elegant San Ángel Inn for a late brunch, accompanied by one of their famous margaritas. Just across the street, Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera fans should stop into the small but interesting Museo Casa Estudio Diego Rivera, the home where the couple lived and worked together in San Ángel.
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Biblioteca Central at UNAM





From San Ángel, take the Metrobús along Insurgentes to the CCU stop, then spend the rest of the afternoon exploring the cultural center on the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) campus. Spend a few hours in the light-filled Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, one of the finest contemporary art museums in Mexico City, opened in 2008. From there, wander into the northern section of the Espacio Escultórico de la UNAM, a massive outdoor sculpture garden built atop an expanse of volcanic rock in the 1960s.


Head south for an easy but classic pick for dinner: tacos, the city’s signature dish. Eat them standing up at Los Parados, in the sidewalk at Orinoco, or vegan at Gracias Madre Taqueria Vegana, all in the Roma.




With More Time


DAY 5: TEOTIHUACÁN


• Metro: Line 6 to Terminal Autobuses del Norte, then a local bus to Teotihuacán


Have a hearty breakfast in or near your hotel, slather on some sunscreen, and pack a big bottle of water before making your way to the Terminal Autobuses del Norte, the first stop in your journey to the ruins at Teotihuacán. Mexico’s most famous and most visited archaeological site is just 30 kilometers outside the city, and buses depart the terminal for the pyramids several times each hour.


Though little is known about its people, Teotihuacán was once the most powerful city-state in Mesoamerica, evidenced by its massive temples and visionary city planning: Today, you can get a glimpse into that mysterious past by walking along Teotihuacán’s grand central avenue, the Calzada de los Muertos, to admire the twin pyramids that once stood at the city center, the Piramide del Sol (Pyramid of the Sun) and the Piramide de la Luna (Pyramid of the Moon).






MEXICO CITY WITH KIDS



Mexico City is large, loud, and relentlessly urban, yet it’s a remarkably agreeable place to visit with family. Here, children are treated with respect and kindness, graciously welcomed at most restaurants and hotels, and usually granted free admission to museums and other cultural institutions. The capital’s rich history and diverse local culture make it a truly magical and eye-opening place to visit—at any age.


A number of smaller boutique properties do not accept children, but many others, like the Hotel Catedral in the Centro or the Hotel Stanza in the Roma (which adjoins a large playground), don’t charge extra for children under 12, making it an economical choice for families traveling together. The ultra-posh St. Regis has a children’s center with arts and crafts, story time, and other kid-centric activities on-site.


THURSDAY: CENTRO HISTÓRICO


The Centro Histórico is a magical neighborhood, filled with old palaces, bustling with visitors, and buzzing with years of history. Start with breakfast in the historic dining room at Café de Tacuba, then walk to the Zócalo, where you’ll often find brightly dressed concheros (also called “Aztec dancers”) performing a rhythmic dance to the beat of a drum.
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traditional dancers in the Zócalo





For older children, Diego Rivera’s extensive murals inside the Secretaría de Educación Pública, or SEP, north of the Zócalo, provide an engaging look into Mexican history and popular culture—as well as Rivera’s communist political views. There are often free English-speaking tour guides wandering through the plaza, who can help provide context and background for Rivera’s work.


Have lunch at Balcón del Zócalo, a rooftop Mexican restaurant in the Zócalo Central hotel, which has gorgeous views of the cathedral and plaza. Next, walk down Cinco de Mayo to the Dulcería de Celaya, one of the oldest and most charming sweet shops in the city. It’s particularly festive during Día de Muertos and Christmastime. From there, it’s an easy stroll along the pedestrian avenue Madero to the Torre Latinoamericana. Take the elevator to the 44th-floor observation deck, which affords tremendous vistas of the city in every direction, including the snowcapped volcanoes Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl to the south.
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Torre Latinoamericana





Back on the ground, cross the Eje Central to the Alameda, peeking into the museum at the Palacio de Bellas Artes. Finally, let the kids stretch their legs along the paved paths in the Alameda Central, Mexico City’s oldest urban park, which was remodeled and expanded in 2012.


FRIDAY: XOCHIMILCO


Set aside the day to boat along the canals in Xochimilco, a small remnant of the vast system of waterways that once ribboned the Valley of Mexico. You can take the light-rail from Metro Tasqueña all the way to Xochimilco, and then a taxi to the docks, though if you wait till midmorning, lighter traffic can make a taxi or Uber an easier and faster option.
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trajineras at the dock in Xochimilco





Enlist the kids to help pick out a trajinera, one of the colorful flat-bottomed boats typical to Xochimilco, and plan to spend a few hours exploring the canals. Departing from any of the docks, the main tourist corridors are often jammed with boaters (and mariachi musicians paddling by in canoes, waiting to be commissioned for a tune), creating a convivial atmosphere. If you’d also like to visit the traditional “floating gardens,” or chinampas, where people still live and grow food, ask the boat’s driver to take you farther into the canals for the tour ecológico (ecological tour), outside the main tourist zone.


Back on dry land, take a taxi (or take a taxi to the train station and the train to La Noria) to visit the former home of philanthropist and art collector Dolores Olmedo, now her namesake museum. Housed in an old hacienda, the Museo Dolores Olmedo contains a large collection of work by Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera, among other modern artists, as well as Olmedo’s collection of pre-Columbian artifacts. It’s particularly delightful to wander the grounds, where peacocks and xoloitzcuintle (Mexican hairless dogs), Olmedo’s favored pet, roam freely.


SATURDAY: COYOACÁN


There is an old-fashioned feeling in central Coyoacán, a popular weekend destination for both visitors and Mexico City locals. Arrive in the morning, taking a lap around the famous coyote fountain in Jardín Centenario, then wandering through Jardín Hidalgo as it begins to fill up with vendors selling balloons, toys, and raspados (shaved ice). From the plaza, it’s only a few blocks to the neighborhood’s atmospheric market, Mercado Coyoacán, where there are artisan crafts, textiles, and baskets for sale, in addition to food and snacks. You can stop for a mocha and a doughnut at Coyoacán institution Café El Jarocho on the way.
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the coyote fountain in Jardín Centenario





Go early to buy your tickets for a midday performance at La Titería (there’s a garden and small library where kids can play while you wait for the show to begin), a wonderful marionette theater in the center of historic Coyoacán. There are usually two performances on Saturday and Sunday, appropriate for kids of almost any age (though plays are in Spanish, they are both visually entertaining and include lots of music and dancing). After the show, get a low-key lunch at La Barraca Valenciana, where kids can have a ham-and-cheese torta (sandwich) while parents sip a glass of Spanish wine or a craft beer.


After lunch, visit the Museo Nacional de Culturas Populares, a small museum that showcases work by traditional Mexican artisans. The exhibits, which change frequently and are often dedicated to themes like corn or textiles, are educational, but also visually engaging and colorful. During holidays, like Día de Muertos, the museum hosts artisan markets or musical performances in their outdoor patio. Wrap up the day by wandering down Francisco Sosa, stopping for an artisanal ice cream at Picnic.


SUNDAY: CHAPULTEPEC


Closed to automobile traffic every Sunday till 2pm, the Paseo de la Reforma fills with cyclists, in-line skaters, pedestrians, and dog walkers. Get an early start on the day to ride a bike (or simply stroll) along Reforma, checking out the many famous monuments, like the Ángel de la Independencia, as you make your way to the Bosque de Chapultepec’s main entrance.
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motorized train in the Bosque de Chapultepec





Families flock to the Bosque de Chapultepec on Sunday, when museums are free and the footpaths are filled with vendors selling balloons, bubbles, rubber balls, tacos, and fresh fruit, among other treats. There may be a wait at the Castillo de Chapultepec, but it’s an excellent family destination in the park, boasting marvelous views of the surrounding city and the Paseo de la Reforma, while the period rooms bring the opulence of 19th-century Mexico City to life.


Save Chapultepec’s children’s museum for a weekday (it’s insanely crowded on the weekends); instead stop by the Casa del Lago Juan José Arreola, a wonderful cultural center that often has concerts and special workshops for kids. And even small children will enjoy the eye-catching interactive exhibits and video installations at the Centro Cultural Digital, just outside the main gates. From there, the family-style restaurant El Pialadero de Guadalajara is just around the corner.



MEXICO CITY’S PRE-COLUMBIAN PAST



Mexico City’s streets tell the story of its past, with institutions, architecture, and landmarks that are testament to 600-plus years of culture and change.


DAY 1: CENTRO HISTÓRICO


After the Spanish conquest of Tenochtitlan, Spanish settlers destroyed the Mexica capital, building a European-style settlement atop the ruins—and, in many cases, using the stones from fallen Mexica temples to construct their own churches and palaces. Five hundred years later, Mexico’s pre-Columbian heritage is embedded throughout the Centro Histórico—in its layout, in its place-names, and, quite literally, in its architecture.


In the 1970s, the ruins of the Templo Mayor, a twin temple-pyramid at the heart of Tenochtitlan, were unearthed after more than four centuries under the city. After an extensive excavation that demolished a number of colonial-era buildings beside the Catedral Metropolitana, the archaeological site was opened to the public, alongside the fascinating Museo del Templo Mayor, which contains dozens of pre-Columbian artifacts recovered from the site.
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Templo Mayor is one of the most fascinating sights in Mexico.





Though they haven’t received permission to continue demolitions, archaeologists surmise that even more ruins lie beneath the 17th-century palaces on the street República de Guatemala, as evidenced recently at the Centro Cultural de España, a contemporary cultural center overseen by the Spanish government. In a planned expansion of the space, belowground construction unearthed Mexica ruins, believed to have been part of a calmécac, a school for young Mexica nobles. The ruins are on display in the on-site Museo del Sitio, in the center’s basement, a lovely complement to the center’s avant-garde program of music and art events. After your visit, grab a coffee and a snack on the rooftop café, which overlooks the cathedral.




BEST MURALS


CENTRO HISTÓRICO


The city’s most famous mural is Diego Rivera’s series Epic of the Mexican People in Their Struggle for Freedom and Independence, in the north patio of the Palacio Nacional, which is, unfortunately, closed indefinitely for renovation at press time. Fortunately, just a few blocks north, at the headquarters of the Secretaría de Educación Pública, there is a stunning series by the iconic Mexican artist. Here, Rivera covered the walls of two adjoining patios with elaborate depictions of Mexican history and culture.


At the Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso, find interesting murals by Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, Fermín Revueltas Sánchez, and Jean Charlot, among others, in addition to extensive works by José Clemente Orozco in the main patio.


ALAMEDA CENTRAL


See monumental works by some of Mexico’s modern art masters at the Palacio de Bellas Artes, including David Alfaro Siqueiros’s Nueva Democracia (New Democracy), commemorating the Revolution of 1910. Cross the Alameda to see one of Rivera’s most entertaining works in the Museo Mural Diego Rivera.


POLANCO


There are several murals by Siqueiros inside the Sala de Arte Público David Alfaro Siqueiros, a nonprofit gallery that occupies the artist’s former home. Different artists periodically repaint the building’s facade.


INSURGENTES SUR


The three-dimensional mural covering the arts space Poliforum Siqueiros astonishes in its proportions, colors, and ambition. Inside, Siqueiros’s La Marcha de la Humanidad covers the walls and ceiling of an entire room; it’s currently being restored and is closed to the public.


DOCTORES


The wild and spectacular toy museum Museo del Juguete Antiguo México in the Doctores neighborhood is covered in wonderful murals and graffiti art, and the owner is an expert in the many murals of the surrounding neighborhood.


CIUDAD UNIVERSITARIA


Juan O’Gorman designed the giant volcanic-stone mosaic that covers the facade of the Biblioteca Central. Next door, a famous work by Siqueiros adorns the Rectoría.





During the pre-Columbian era and throughout most of the last four centuries, canals linked central Mexico City to the farming communities in the southern Valley of Mexico, with a major waterway terminating in what is today the old Merced commercial district. Today’s Mercado de la Merced remains one of the largest and most important markets in the city. You can walk to the Merced from the Zócalo (be aware that theft is not uncommon in this area), or take the Metro just one stop, from Pino Suárez to La Merced, on line 1. Before boarding, take note of the Templo Ehécatl-Quetzalcóatl inside the Metro station; this unusual round Mexica pyramid was uncovered by transit workers during construction of the subway line. Plans for the station were altered to accommodate the temple; today, in a delightful mix of old and new, the pyramid is on display in an open-air plaza within the station.


Take your time wandering through the towering stacks of fruits and vegetables, home supplies, and crafts for sale at the Mercado de la Merced, making your way down the circuitous aisles to neighboring Mercado Sonora, known for its herbal remedies, witchcraft supplies, and live animals. Finish up the day with a late lunch at the chile-pepper-centric, Merced-inspired restaurant Roldán 37, located on a surprisingly quiet pedestrian street in the old Merced commercial district.


DAY 2: CHAPULTEPEC


The Museo Nacional de Antropología is a must for any visitor to the city, but those with an interest in pre-Columbian cultures could easily spend a full day in this spectacular museum. Set aside time for the rooms dedicated to the cultures of the Valley of Mexico, which include, among other treasures, the famous Piedra del Sol, a basalt monolith carved with Mexica calendar glyphs (an adaptation of the calendar round used throughout Mesoamerica). It’s also worth touring the recently remodeled second-floor ethnographic exhibits, which cover the dress, customs, language, and culture of Mexico’s diverse cultures and ethnic groups.
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stone statue of grasshopper in Chapultepec park





The museum’s greater home, the Bosque de Chapultepec, is itself a site of great historic importance: Its springs provided freshwater to the city of Tenochtitlan and later the capital of New Spain, via an aqueduct that ran along what is today the Avenida Chapultepec. Though little is left, you can visit the site of the springs where the Mexica emperors came to bathe, today known as the Baños de Moctezuma. Just beside it, amateur anthropologists will enjoy spotting the pre-Columbian reliefs carved onto the walls of the Cerro de Chapultepec. Although there are no ruins on the top of Cerro de Chapultepec, it is interesting to tour the Castillo de Chapultepec and look down on the greenery.


DAY 3: TLATELOLCO AND SAN JUAN


During the 15th and 16th centuries, Tlatelolco was inhabited by Nahuatl-speaking people, allied with but separate from the people of Tenochtitlan. When the Spanish launched their final attack on the Mexica during the summer of 1521, the remaining residents of Tenochtitlan fled to Tlatelolco, where they were eventually overcome. Today, the ruins of Tlatelolco are located in the Plaza de las Tres Culturas, in the Tlatelolco neighborhood. The interesting site contains the foundations of what were once towering religious and ceremonial buildings, including the Tlatelolco’s Templo Mayor, which is adjoined by Ex-Convento de Santiago Tlatelolco, originally constructed with the stones of the destroyed city in the early 16th century.
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the ruins of Tlatelolco in the neighborhood of the same name





Take the Metrobús on the Paseo de la Reforma from Glorieta Cuitláhuac to Hidalgo or have an Uber or a radio taxi pick you up at the ruins site, as it’s a bit too far (and a bit too rough) to walk from Tlatelolco back to the Centro. Now head to the one-of-a-kind Mercado San Juan for a plate of imported cheese and charcuterie from one of the market’s remarkably fancy deli counters, or continue with the pre-Columbian theme by seeking out mole, maguey worms, iguana meat, chapulines (grasshoppers), and chocolate.


Next, set aside a few hours to learn more about Mexico’s traditional cultures at the wonderful Museo de Arte Popular, just a few blocks from the market. The museum’s exquisite collection of handicrafts from across the country includes some pre-Columbian art, which helps illuminate the aesthetic roots of today’s artisan traditions.


DAY 4: CIVILIZATIONS IN THE VALLEY OF MEXICO


One of the finest ruin sites in the country, the city of Teotihuacán is a must-see for anyone interested in anthropology and pre-Columbian civilizations. If you’ve visited Teotihuacán in the past, take a trip to the smaller and lesser-known settlement of Cuicuilco, located in the south of the city, near the Line 1 Metrobús stop at Villa Olímpica. Flourishing just before the rise Teotihuacán, the city of Cuicuilco was largely destroyed in a lava flow from a nearby volcano, but its remains include an interesting circular pyramid.
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Teotihuacán’s main avenue, the Calzada de los Muertos





From Cuicuilco, it’s a quick Metrobús ride to the main campus of the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), where the many architectural and artistic treasures include the Biblioteca Central, adorned with a lava-stone mural by Juan O’Gorman. Alternatively, head just a bit farther south to Tlalpan, a more off-the-beaten-path neighborhood, which maintains a quiet, distinctly nontouristy feeling.



A DAY OF DESIGN



Mexico City is aesthetically vibrant and unique. The capital remains in the vanguard in art, design, and most especially architecture, making the city a top destination for many design-centric travelers.


MORNING


Make a reservation for a morning tour at the Casa Luis Barragán, near Tacubaya. The former home of the famed architect—widely considered one of the most influential voices in modern Mexican design—was mostly left as it was when Barragán lived there, showcasing not only his talent as an architect but his pensive, minimalist personal style. Note the saturated colors and use of light, two of Barragán’s signatures.


Just across the street, a large unmarked turquoise building is home to Labor, one of the more interesting contemporary galleries in the city. The gallery moved to its current location in 2011 and represents a range of international artists, including Mexican sensation Pedro Reyes.


AFTERNOON


It’s a short walk from the Casa Luis Barragán across Avenida Parque Lira and into the San Miguel Chapultepec neighborhood. This attractive residential community, wedged between the historic neighborhood of Tacubaya and the Bosque de Chapultepec, is the location of some of the city’s most renowned contemporary art galleries, giving the otherwise sleepy area a hint of posh.


Order a glass of wine and a thin-crust pizza in the pretty garden at Cancino, where the neighborhood’s gallerygoers often lunch. Cross the street to visit Kurimanzutto, one of the city’s preeminent art spaces, co-owned by Mexico’s best-known contemporary artist, Gabriel Orozco. Walk just a few blocks north to the long-running Galería de Arte Mexicano, which represents many important national artists, from Olga Costa to Francisco Toledo. Though the doors are usually closed at both of these galleries, ring the doorbell to see the current exhibits.
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Cancino, a place for pizza and people-watching





You can take the Metro from Constituyentes to Auditorio in Polanco (it’s just one stop), though it’s easier to hop in an Uber for the short ride across the park. Polanco’s toniest avenue, Presidente Masaryk, is lined with designer shops from many of the world’s celebrated labels (Dolce & Gabbana, Gucci), but it’s much more fun to browse the Mexican-owned boutiques in the neighborhood, like famous silver shop Tane or wonderful boutique Lago.


EVENING


If all that window-shopping works up an appetite, drop in for drinks and supper at Ticuchi, where famed chef Enrique Olvera highlights artisanal Mexican spirits along with beautifully plated handmade maize-based small plates. Top off the evening with a tour of the fantastic midcentury Camino Real Polanco México, staying for a drink in the hotel’s swanky terrace bar at design-centric Hotel Hábita.
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the daytime kitchen at Ticuchi






SATURDAY SHOPPING IN THE ROMA



Saturday is a good time to stroll around the Roma, visiting small shops, browsing markets, and soaking up the atmosphere in this popular neighborhood.


MORNING


There’s often a wait for Saturday brunch at star chef Eduardo Garcia’s casual eatery Lalo, where diners tuck into avocado toast or chilaquiles on the sidewalk or at the long communal table inside. From there, walk a few blocks east to the Mercado de Cuauhtémoc, a weekly vintage market held in the Jardín Dr. Ignacio Chávez, on the border of the Roma and the Doctores neighborhood. Though not as well-known as the antiquities markets in La Lagunilla and the Plaza del Ángel, this weekly flea has some top-notch vendors and, often, excellent finds for sharp-eyed shoppers.
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Markets are the best place to buy fresh fruits and vegetables in Mexico City.





After the market, take your treasures out for a coffee at unpretentious, top-notch café Cardinal, on Córdoba. After that, walk along the Roma’s main corridor, Álvaro Obregón, which is filled with creaky old bookshops, hip cocktail bars, and 19th-century mansions. Stop inside the art gallery and bookshop at multidisciplinary cultural center Casa Lamm.


Next, walk south along Orizaba, wandering past the shaded fountains in the Plaza Luis Cabrera, then turning east on Campeche on your way to Huerto Roma Verde. This lovely urban garden and active ecological organization hosts a weekend market, where lots of vegetarian and locally produced snacks are on sale. Often, these markets have special themes, like the annual edible-insect tasting or their flagship Festival de Maiz, el Frijol, y Amaranto (Corn, Bean, and Amaranth Festival), in addition to garden’s frequent workshops, yoga classes, and speakers.
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Alvaro Obregón Avenue in the Roma Norte neighborhood







WHERE TO EAT


Mexico City’s food culture spans classes, neighborhoods, and milieus. Chilangos are serious eaters, profoundly omnivorous, and discriminating even when snacking on the street. As a result, you will find good things to eat in every neighborhood and at every price point. From casual to elegant, here are the types of establishments you’ll find in the capital.


PUESTOS AND TAQUERIAS


Quick bites at street stands and in neighborhood markets are ubiquitous and, by many accounts, among the best bites in the city. Tacos are a mainstay of the local diet, but you’ll also see hundreds of other snacks for sale, including tamales, fresh fruit, seafood cocktails, smoked plantains, deep-fried quesadillas, corn on the cob, and corn-flatbread-based snacks like tlacoyos. At some popular street stands, you can see a full pig being carved for carnitas as commuters rush past to the Metro. If you see a crowd around a puesto, it’s a good bet that the food will be tasty.


A step up from balancing your plate in one hand and taco in the other, taquerias are simple sit-down eateries (sometimes with a bar and stools only) that serve tacos and other snacks, while a tortería is the same, but for tortas. The Roma, Condesa, and Narvarte neighborhoods are good places to try some of the best taquerias in the city, like Los Parados, Orinoco, El Vilsito, Tacos Los Condes, and, for veggies, Gracias Madre Taqueria Vegana.


FONDAS, COMEDORES, AND CANTINAS


You can have an inexpensive sit-down meal in the city’s many fondas or comedores, small independent restaurants that usually serve breakfast, almuerzo (early lunch), and comida (the midday meal). At many of these places, the main offering is an inexpensive afternoon comida corrida, a three- or four-course meal that often includes a drink, soup, and entrée. A wait for a table around 2pm is often an indication that you’ve found a good fonda.


Also casual, cantinas are bars that serve food in addition to drinks, with some boasting remarkably good kitchens. Many offer free botanas (snacks) when you order drinks, which, in some places, can become a filling meal after a few beers or tequilas. Some cantinas have become so popular for eating that they are more like restaurants than bars. One worth noting is La Polar, in the San Rafael, where the birria (goat meat) stew is famous.


RESTAURANTES


Restaurantes are the most formal designation for an eatery with table service, though there’s a very wide diversity of restaurants worth visiting in Mexico City, from an incredibly casual, old-timey spot, like Café El Popular, to a hot new neighborhood destination drawing hipsters and foodies, such as the superlative Máximo Bistrot Local, or an ultra-elegant fine-dining restaurant. Pujol in Polanco is the most famous spot in this category.





AFTERNOON


Do like the local crowd and set aside a few hours for lunch—though first you’ll face the near-impossible task of deciding where to eat. If you don’t have reservations for Máximo Bistrot Local, line up next door for a table at Mi Compa Chava, an über-popular, always-bustling Sinaloan-style seafood restaurant.


After lunch, wander along the shady streets Colima and Orizaba, stopping in at funky skate shops and boutiques, like 180° Shop and Happening Store, or seeing what’s on show at Galería OMR or gallery/design shop Chic By Accident. On the street Córdoba, visit indie boutique and shoemaker Goodbye Folk, contemporary gallery Machete, or art-and-architecture-themed bookshop Casa Bosques. Top off the afternoon at Salon Rosetta, a tiny yet gorgeous second-floor bar above the Italian restaurant Rosetta, or at the craft cocktail haven Licorería Limantour. Order some bar snacks and linger, or head south to have tacos, tlacoyos, and a craft beer at Roma hot spot El Parnita.
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Happening Store








PLANNING YOUR TRIP



WHEN TO GO


There is no high season or low season for travel to Mexico City. At over 2,200 meters (over 7,000 feet) above sea level, the city’s altitude tempers its tropical latitude, creating a temperate and sunny climate year-round. The short summer rainy season (June-Oct.) brings showers, but these are usually isolated to bursts in the afternoon and evening. If you’re averse to crowds or traffic but still want to see the city, consider visiting during Semana Santa (the Easter holidays) or Christmas, when locals leave town and everything is noticeably quieter. Note that during these weeks, many restaurants, bars, and attractions also close.
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panoramic view of Chapultepec Castle





ENTRY REQUIREMENTS


All foreign nationals visiting Mexico must have a valid passport. For citizens of most countries, a 180-day travel permit, known as the forma migratoria multiple (FMM), is issued automatically by immigration upon entry. The exact amount of time you are granted at entry can range from 30 to 90 days, at the immigration officer’s discretion. (You can apply for an extension at an immigration office if necessary.) Hold on to your stamped FMM; you will need to return it at the airport on your way home. When entering or leaving Mexico, children must be accompanied by their parents or, if unaccompanied or traveling with another adult, present an officially notarized and translated letter from their parents authorizing the trip.




DAILY REMINDERS


• Monday: Most public museums and cultural sights close, and Chapultepec park shuts its gates (though cyclists can pass through the Primera Sección). This makes Monday a good day to stroll the Roma and Condesa, shop markets like La Merced and the Mercado San Juan, take a day trip to the pyramids at Teotihuacán, or visit one of the few museums that are open, like the Museo del Juguete Antiguo México or Papalote Museo del Niño.


• Wednesday: The last Wednesday of every month, dozens of museums and cultural centers extend their hours as a part of the Noche de Museos event. Many offer free admission and special events like concerts or movie screenings.


• Saturday: San Ángel’s popular Bazaar Sábado craft market takes place on Saturday, as does the Mercado de Cuauhtémoc, in the Roma, an excellent outdoor vintage market.
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San Ángel’s Bazaar Sábado





• Sunday: Many museums and cultural centers are free on Sunday, though, at some museums, free admission applies only to Mexican nationals or visa-holding foreign residents of Mexico. As a result, the most famous museums often fill to capacity. In the Centro, the excellent La Lagunilla art and antiquities market takes place, and in the Roma, the Mercado El 100, a local and organic food market, is held in the Plaza del Lanzador. On the first three Sundays of the month, the central stretch of the Paseo de la Reforma closes to car traffic from 8am to 2pm, making it a great day to stroll this historic avenue. On the last Sunday of the month, the Paseo de la Reforma and several other major avenues close to create bike paths throughout the city as part of the Ciclotón. Thousands of cyclists attend the event.





TRANSPORTATION


Most foreign visitors arrive in Mexico City via the Aeropuerto Internacional Benito Juárez, the city’s main hub. The newly opened Aeropuerto Internacional Felipe Ángeles (AIFA), in the state of Mexico, is currently offering service to and from several destinations in Mexico, and international flights may be offered when ground transportation between the airport and the city center expands. Recently, both major airlines and low-cost carriers have begun offering service to smaller regional airports like Toluca and Puebla, which may add a bit of travel time but can be cheaper, particularly for travel within Mexico.


Getting around Mexico City on public transportation is cheap, easy, efficient, and generally safe. Easy-to-use transport options include buses, microbuses, Metro, Metrobús, and light-rail, though most visitors find the Metro and Metrobús systems are all they need to get everywhere they want to go. Secure radio taxis are an easy and inexpensive way to get around, as is ride-hailing service Uber. Within each neighborhood, walking is the best way to see everything. Given the accessibility of public transit, driving is not recommended for short trips to the city.


RESERVATIONS


It is generally not necessary (or even possible) to make reservations for cultural sights and museums in Mexico City. During regular weekday hours, most museums have no wait. Two important exceptions are the Casa Luis Barragán, which can only be visited via prebooked guided tour, and the Museo Frida Kahlo, which often sells out weeks in advance.
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a line outside Museo Frida Kahlo





Reservations for the city’s most famous restaurants are a must. For celebrated restaurants like Pujol or Máximo Bistrot Local, book as early as possible—at least a month before you plan to go. Newer restaurants generating a lot of buzz often require advance reservations as well, particularly on weekends. Call at least a few days ahead. Note that comida, or lunch, is considered the most important meal of the day in Mexico, so a 2pm reservation on Saturday or Sunday can be one of the toughest to get.


A number of popular bars accept reservations. Though not required, reservations are recommended at popular spots like Ticuchi, Licorería Limantour, and Supra. Increasingly, both bars and restaurants throughout the city accept reservations through WhatsApp.


If you are flexible about where you’re staying (and especially if you are planning to stay in a budget hotel), it’s fine to make hotel reservations a week or two before your arrival. However, if you want to stay in the Roma or the Condesa, and especially if you have your heart set on one of the popular small hotels in those areas (like Condesa DF or the Red Tree House), book your hotel reservation as soon as you plan your trip. It’s also worth planning ahead if you will be visiting during a major holiday like Independence Day, popular vacation seasons like the winter holidays, or during a big event, like Pope Francis’s 2016 visit to the capital, when hotels in the Centro Histórico were booked to capacity.


PASSES AND DISCOUNTS


With little exception, museums and cultural institutions in Mexico City have low admission prices. On top of that, museums often offer discounted or free admission on Sunday, and some have permanent discounts for children, seniors, educators, and people with disabilities. Increasingly, discounted admission, including free Sunday admission, applies only to Mexican nationals. There are no citywide passes for cultural centers, museums, or transportation.


GUIDED TOURS


Tour groups Eat Mexico (www.eatmexico.com) and Club Tengo Hambre (https://clubtengohambre.com) offer excellent tours of street food, markets, and taquerias. The Mexican government’s Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH), or National Institute of Anthropology and History, offers guided tours of the city sights it oversees, including the Museo Nacional de Antropología, as well as cultural trips to destinations around central Mexico. The trips, operated under the name Turismo Cultural INAH, usually include transportation, a Spanish-speaking guide, and entrance fees (special trips can be arranged with English-speaking guides for groups). For more information, visit the INAH office in the Museo Nacional de Antropología (tel. 55/5553-2365 or 55/5215-1003, www.tci.inah.gob.mx).
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Museo Nacional de Antropología







WHAT’S NEW


• A new palace for the people: In 2018, President Andrés Manuel López Obrador moved out of the presidential mansion known as Los Pinos and transformed it into a free art and cultural center, public garden, and exhibition space in the Primera Sección de Chapultepec.


• Amazing art spaces: There are several newcomers in Mexico City’s contemporary art scene, particularly the gorgeous LAGO/ALGO, a gallery space overlooking the Lago Mayor in the Segunda Sección de Chapultepec.


• New windows into history: Archaeological discoveries continue to reveal the size and scope of the Mexica city of Tenochtitlan. In 2022, the Zona Arqueológica and Museo del Templo Mayor opened a new “subterranean museum” showcasing the Templo de Ehécatl and a part of a pre-Columbian ball court, currently opened at limited times.


• New (free) collections: In the Centro Histórico, a massive colonial-era palace has been restored and opened to the public as Foro Valparaíso, a spectacular museum that showcases Citibanamex’s vast collection of historic Mexican art. In the Roma, the charming Museo Soumaya–Casa Guillermo Tovar de Teresa showcases the life and aesthetics of a preeminent early 20th-century Mexican intellectual.


• More eats: Outstanding places continue to open citywide, from twin restaurants Caracol del Mar and Itacate del Mar from chef Gabriela Cámara in the Centro Histórico to seafood hot spot Mi Compa Chava in the Roma.


• More seats: Many bars and restaurants expanded sidewalk seating, enlivening the city streets and making it possible for perennially popular places like Panadería Rosetta and Lalo in the Roma to accommodate far more diners than in the past (though you’ll still have to wait for a table on the weekends!).


• More vegan: There is a multitude of wonderful vegan fondas, taquerias, and restaurants opening across the city, including Gracias Madre Taqueria in the Roma or Mictlan Antojitos Veganos in the Narvarte. You’ll find vegan dishes at almost any restaurant these days (taquerias aside), and there’s now a mainly plant-based menu at preeminent fine-dining restaurant Pujol, as well as at Enrique Olvera’s new bar Ticuchi.


• More views: In the Centro Histórico, there are lovely views from the new terrace bar at hotel Círculo Mexicano and from the rooftop Mexican restaurant Paxia, as well as a bird’s-eye view of the pedestrian street Madero from the Museo del Estanquillo, which expanded to include a top-floor café. Cocktail bar Supra in the Roma boasts panoramic views from the top of an office building.


• More expats: Remote workers from the United States and other foreign countries are flooding the city, changing the flavor (and affecting the prices) of neighborhoods like the Roma, the Condesa, and the Juárez.


• More beer: The craft beer scene is flourishing in Mexico City, with city-made brews like Cosaco, Cru Cru, Monstruo de Agua, Falling Piano, and Flaco Cara de Perro, among others, appearing on bar and restaurant menus throughout the city, along with new taprooms, including Drunkendog and Patio Escondido, both in the Roma.


• New spirits: Mezcal is now joined by lesser known Mexican spirits like bacanora and sotol at bars like Tlecan in the Roma.


• Expanded green space: The city’s largest urban park, the Bosque de Chapultepec, has undergone an ambitious renovation project, which expanded its size considerably, revived its monuments and cultural institutions, and linked each of the park’s distinct sections by footbridge and public transportation. The park’s newly annexed Cuarta Sección (fourth section) includes new cultural institutions, like the Cineteca Nacional, a movie theater run by the Universidad Autónoma de México.






CALENDAR OF EVENTS



FEBRUARY


For avid art fans, the best time to visit is during Art Week Mexico, when Mexico City’s biggest contemporary art fair, Zsona MACO (México Arte Contemporáneo) (www.zsonamaco.com), is held over five days in the Centro Citibanamex in the Lomas de Sotelo, bringing a high-quality roster of exhibitors from the surrounding city and overseas. Newer Material Art Fair runs at the same time, and there are special exhibitions and events throughout the city.


MARCH AND APRIL


Semana Santa (Easter week or Holy Week) officially begins on Domingo de Ramos, or Palm Sunday, when handwoven palm crosses are sold outside the city’s churches, and runs through Easter Sunday. The main reason to visit (or avoid) Mexico City during the Easter holidays is to experience a notably quieter metropolis. Traffic is subdued, museums are nearly empty, and you’ll rarely need restaurant reservations—though a large number of shops, restaurants, and bars close for the week.



SEPTEMBER



Mexico commemorates its independence from Spain on September 16; however, the main Día de la Independencia festivities in Mexico City take place on the evening of September 15, when thousands of revelers crowd the Zócalo. At 11pm, the president of the republic appears on the balcony of the Palacio Nacional, reenacting Miguel Hidalgo’s cry for independence, including “Viva México!”—also known as El Grito. Fireworks and parties follow. There is a military parade through the Centro and along the Paseo de la Reforma the next day.
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Independence Day parade on the Paseo de la Reforma





DECEMBER


The Virgin of Guadalupe miraculously appeared to Saint Juan Diego on the hill of Tepeyac on December 12, 1531. Today, the Día de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe is one of the most important religious holidays across Latin America. On the days leading up to the 12th, pilgrims walk through the city toward the Basílica de Santa María de Guadalupe in northern Mexico City, often setting off fireworks as they go, and thousands pack the area around the basilica.
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celebration of the Día de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe in front of the Basílica de Santa María de Guadalupe
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Centro Histórico


MOON MAP


Sights


Restaurants


Nightlife


Arts and Culture


Festivals and Events


Recreation


Shops


Mexico City’s Centro Histórico is the heart and soul of the city, a fascinating mix of grand colonial-era architecture, quirky old-fashioned charm, and relentless urban energy. The oldest district in the capital, it was built in the 16th century atop the ruins of the island city of Tenochtitlan, following the Spanish defeat of the native Mexica people. Today, the blocks surrounding the Zócalo are dense with baroque palaces and churches, fascinating museums, and some of the best traditional restaurants in the city, as well as eye-opening pre-Columbian archaeological sites that were long buried beneath the modern city, including the Mexica’s holiest site, the Templo Mayor.



TOP SIGHTS



▪  Most Astonishing Historical Site: Zona Arqueológica and Museo del Templo Mayor (click here)


▪  Grandest Market: Mercado de la Merced (click here)


▪  Amazing Murals: Secretaría de Educación Pública (click here)


TOP RESTAURANTS


▪  Best New-School Spot in the Centro: Azul Histórico (click here)


▪  Best Old-School Spot in the Centro: El Cardenal (click here)


▪  Most Historic Atmosphere: Bar La Ópera (click here)


TOP NIGHTLIFE


▪  Very Best View: Miralto (click here)


TOP SHOPS


▪  Top Textiles: Remigio (click here)


▪  Best Traditional Sweets: Dulcería de Celaya (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Metro lines: 1, 2, and 8


▪  Metro stops: Zócalo, Allende, Pino Suárez, Isabel la Católica, Merced


▪  Metrobús lines: 4


▪  Metrobús stops: Eje Central, El Salvador, Isabel la Católica, Museo de la Ciudad, Circunvalación




MAP 1: Centro Histórico
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CENTRO HISTÓRICO WALK



TOTAL DISTANCE: 2 kilometers (1.2 miles)


TOTAL WALKING TIME: 2 hours


Walking is the best way to explore any neighborhood in Mexico City, but particularly the Centro Histórico. From the Zócalo, you can set out in any direction to find yourself surrounded by colonial-era palaces, stone chapels, old public squares, and bustling pedestrian corridors. The Centro’s most spectacular streets run west from the Zócalo to the Alameda Central, amply demonstrating why Mexico City has been known for centuries as “the City of Palaces.”
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1 Start your tour in the Zócalo, appreciating the history and splendor of this expansive public square, often occupied by a temporary stage for concerts, political protests, and, every December, a massive ice-skating rink. On the west end of the Zócalo is the Portal de Mercaderes. Traders have sold goods here since the colonial era; today, the only notable establishment in this historic arcade is legacy hat shop Sombreros Tardan. Turn left (west) onto bustling pedestrian street Madero.
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The historic street Madero is closed to automobile traffic and perfect for strolling.





2 There are historic palaces all along Madero, many incongruously occupied by fast-fashion retailers and convenience stores. On the corner of Isabel la Católica, the marvelous Antigua Joyería La Esmeralda was originally built for an upscale jeweler. Designed in the French style popular in 19th-century Mexico, the first floor is now a retail shop, while the top floors are home to the lovely Museo del Estanquillo. Spend a little time at this free museum, where you can see the art and photography of Carlos Monsiváis, a political activist and journalist—and don’t miss the rooftop terrace and café, with beautiful bird’s-eye views of the streets below.


3 From here, take a half-block detour south on Isabel la Católica to the Casino Español, a neoclassical palace constructed by Emilio González del Campo in the early 20th century. Take the elevator to the second floor to admire the building’s opulent interiors; better yet, come back later for a meal at the old Spanish restaurant of the same name. Across the street, the baroque Casa de los Condes de Miravalle is one of the oldest palaces in the Centro, built by a colonial-era mining magnate. Today, it is inhabited by the Downtown Hotel, the restaurant Azul Histórico, and a few Mexican design shops, including the excellent textile merchant Remigio.


4 Walk north again to get back on Madero. The Templo de San Felipe Neri “La Profesa” stands on the corner northwest of the Antigua Joyería La Esmeralda. This historic church, originally founded by Jesuits, maintains a reserve of colonial-era religious artwork, among the largest in Mexico. Pass Motolinia, a narrow street known for its many optometrists and eyeglass shops. Now, look up to appreciate Casa Borda, a massive palace that spans more than half a city block with its volcanic-stone facade ringed by iron balconies. The palace was built in the 18th century by José de la Borda, who made his fortune in the silver mines of Taxco and Zacatecas. One block west on Madero, the Palacio de Iturbide (today the Palacio de Cultura Citibanamex) was originally built in the late 18th century by the count of San Mateo Valparaíso. Note the ornate sandstone details and giant carved-wood doors—if they are open, stop in to see the soaring interior courtyard.


5 Just a block away, you’ll find some of the city’s most iconic architecture near the intersection of the Eje Central and Madero. The Templo y Convento de San Francisco was once part of the largest convent in New Spain, whose chapels, monastery, hospital, and orchards covered 30,000 square meters. Destroyed during the 19th-century Reformation, only this church remains. It’s a curious juxtaposition between the old Franciscan church and the Torre Latinoamericana, which stands beside it. When the tower was built in the 1950s, it was the tallest in the city. Today, it’s the only skyscraper downtown, affording unparalleled, unobstructed views from the 44th-floor observation deck—worth the time (and vertigo) to visit. Before heading north on the Eje Central, admire one of the most stunning buildings in the Centro: the blue-and-white-tiled Casa de los Azulejos. Though this palace has played many important roles throughout history, it has been a Sanborns restaurant since 1917—a wonderful place for breakfast.
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The Casa de los Azulejos is one of the most lavish colonial-era palaces in Mexico City.





6 Turn right (north) on the Eje Central. You’ll see the gorgeous Palacio de Bellas Artes (earmark it for a future visit) on the opposite side of the street as you walk north toward the Palacio Postal, the city’s main post office, two blocks north of the Torre Latinoamericana. This breathtaking landmark was heavily damaged in the 1985 earthquake, but it has been diligently restored.
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Mexico City’s main post office is housed in an opulent early-20th-century palace.





7 Turn right and walk east along Tacuba, the very first street in the capital of New Spain and once the home to Spanish aristocrats and governors. On the first block, you’ll pass the Palacio de Minería, a mining school built between 1797 and 1813 by Spanish architect Manuel Tolsá. The grandeur of the building is testament to the importance of silver to the Spanish colonies. Today, it is home to UNAM’s engineering college. Check out the gigantic meteorites in the building’s foyer; each were recovered from somewhere inside the Mexican republic. Tolsá’s statue of Spanish king Carlos IV, which once stood in the city’s Zócalo, is now located in front of the Museo Nacional de Arte, an interesting museum and architectural masterpiece, just across the street from the Palacio de Minería.


8 A few steps away, on the corner of Filomena Mata, Jesús Fructuoso Contreras’s bronze sculptures of emperors Itzcóatl, Nezahualcóyotl, and Totoquihuatzin celebrate the alliance between the city-states of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan in 1430. This stretch of Tacuba is also home to several wonderful vintage perfume shops. To the right (south) on this block, the Antiguo Hospital y Capilla de Betlemitas was, until 1820, a refuge for the poor and infirm, run by an order of nuns. Though much of the original building was damaged or destroyed over various centuries, the remains were beautifully restored in the 1990s and today house MIDE, Museo Interactivo de Economía, an interactive museum focused on economics.
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a bronze statue of Itzcóatl, third emperor of the Mexica people





9 The Ex-Convento de Santa Clara, on the next corner, was built in 1661 and adjoins the bustling Allende Metro stop. Like many of the Centro’s churches, it was once part of a larger convent and religious complex that was destroyed during the 19th-century Reformation. Across the street, restaurant Café de Tacuba is a mainstay in the Centro, in business here for more than 100 years. Drop in for a hot chocolate and a tamal; the setting—with its old oil paintings, tiled walls, and soaring ceilings—is classic.


10 Continue on Tacuba. (Alternatively, walk east along Donceles, one block north of Tacuba. Here, you’ll find a cluster of old-school used booksellers, who carry everything from encyclopedia sets and out-of-print paperbacks to dusty maps.) When you get to the street República de Brasil (about 3-4 blocks east), swing left (north) and go two blocks to finish your walk at the Plaza de Santo Domingo, an important colonial-era square and the site of the Inquisition in Mexico. It is still dominated by the old Dominican convent on the north end. At the east end of the plaza, beneath the archways, are kiosks operated by professional clerks and scribes who have been typing up letters and official documents for clients for decades.



Sights



TOP EXPERIENCE



S Zona Arqueológica and Museo del Templo Mayor



MOON MAP


Seminario 8, tel. 55/4040-5600, ext. 412930, www.templomayor.inah.gob.mx; 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun.; US$6, free on Sun.; Metro: Zócalo


A massive temple-pyramid in the heart of the city of Tenochtitlan, the Templo Mayor was the center of religious and political life for the Mexica people, who, until the 16th century, dominated Mesoamerica from their capital city in the Valley of Mexico. First built around 1325, the structure was enlarged by successive Mexica rulers, eventually reaching around 60 meters high. Dual staircases led up its face to two crowning temples, one dedicated to Huitzilopochtli, the god of war and sun, and the other to Tlaloc, the god of rain and agriculture.




[image: image]


Templo Mayor





After the Spanish conquest of Tenochtitlan, the Templo Mayor was razed and its stones were used to construct Spanish palaces and churches for a new European-style city, which would become the capital of New Spain and Mexico City today. The pyramid’s location was eventually forgotten, though archaeologists long suspected it lay beneath or near the cathedral. On February 21, 1978, electric company workers digging near the cathedral uncovered an eight-ton monolith adorned with carvings of the moon goddess Coyolxauhqui. The discovery prompted a major excavation. After demolishing four city blocks, archaeologists uncovered the base of the Templo Mayor, along with a multitude of artifacts.


Excavation at the site is ongoing. In 2017, the space was expanded to reveal the partial remains of a round temple dedicated to the god Ehécatl. In 2022, the viewing area was further expanded to include a “subterranean museum” with a larger view of the temple as well as a partial staircase from a ball court and remains from early colonial-era structures. The subterranean space is in development, but is open to visitors to the archaeological site on the weekends (2pm-5pm Sat., 9am-5pm Sun.).


The archaeological site is accompanied by a fascinating museum, which holds an extensive collection of pre-Columbian pieces, the majority recovered during the Templo Mayor’s major excavation, including the Coyolxauhqui stone. Among other magnificent artifacts, the museum contains a four-meter-long carved monolith dedicated to the goddess Tlaltecuhtli, discovered in 2006.


The Zócalo


MOON MAP


Plaza de la Constitución, bordered by Madero, Moneda, 16 de Septiembre, Corregidora, 5 de Febrero, República de Brasil, and Pino Suárez; free; Metro: Zócalo


The Zócalo, also known as the Plaza de la Constitución, has been a public square since the founding of Tenochtitlan in 1325. Adjoining the city’s holiest site, the Templo Mayor, the plaza was a place of ritual and celebration during the 14th and 15th centuries, in addition to being an important market. The Mexica rulers’ palaces lined the plaza, and causeways leading off the island radiated out from its four sides.
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Adjoining the Zócalo, Palacio Nacional was once the home of the colonial-era Spanish viceroys.





After the fall of Tenochtitlan, the Zócalo became the center of the Spanish city of Mexico, and it was known as the Plaza Mayor throughout the colonial era. It remained the center of government and religious activity: The cathedral borders the plaza to the north and the government palaces run along the east side. Today, the empty square serves as a concert venue, protest site, and performance art venue.


Palacio Nacional


MOON MAP


Plaza de la Constitución between Moneda and Corregidora, tel. 55/3688-1602; 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun.; free; Metro: Zócalo


The deep-red facade of the Palacio Nacional stretches grandly across the eastern edge of the Zócalo. After the destruction of Tenochtitlan, a palace was constructed on this site for Hernán Cortés. Reconstructed several times over history, it later became the official home for Spanish viceroys governing the colonies. After independence, the palace became the seat of government, and the bell from the church in Dolores Hidalgo, Guanajuato, was hung over the presidential balcony. It was this bell that war hero Miguel Hidalgo rang while issuing his famous battle cry, or grito, which heralded the start of the War of Independence from Spain. Today, it is the seat of the government and the home of the Mexican president.


For visitors, the highlight of the Palacio Nacional is the spectacular murals painted by Diego Rivera in the north plaza and stairwell. A masterwork of composition and color, Rivera executed this chronicle of the history of Mexico between 1929 and 1951. The panel entitled The Great City of Tenochtitlan provides a detailed rendering of the Mexica city, viewed from the market in Tlatelolco. Unfortunately, the Palacio Nacional closed to the public during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown and work began on restoring the murals. At press time, there was no date for reopening.


Catedral Metropolitana


MOON MAP


Plaza de la Constitución between Monte de Piedad and Pino Suárez, tel. 55/41654052, www.arquidiocesismexico.org.mx; 8:30am-5pm daily; free; Metro: Zócalo


Dominating the Zócalo to the north, the Metropolitan Cathedral is a mortar-and-stone representation of the central role of the Catholic Church in Mexico’s past and present. A modest church was built on this site in 1524 and named a cathedral in 1534. Shortly thereafter, New Spain’s governors commissioned the construction of a bigger, grander church. The first stone was laid in 1553, but the cathedral wasn’t completed for 240 years. Over the centuries, different architects left their mark on the cathedral, which mixes Renaissance, baroque, and neoclassical styles.
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the Cathedral Metropolitana





Within the cathedral’s two bell towers, 25 multiton bells are still rung by hand. During the September 19, 2017, earthquake, a cross known as La Esperanza, which topped the eastern tower, toppled and fell to the ground. Tours of the bell towers have since been suspended indefinitely, though they may be reopened once the site has been fully secured.


Inside the cathedral, you can see the impressive golden baroque altars and tour the interior of the choir with its two enormous pipe organs (US$1). If you’d like to hear these impressive instruments play, there are daily concerts at 9am (free).


Museo de la Ciudad de México


MOON MAP


Pino Suárez 30, tel. 55/5542-0487; 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun.; US$2, free on Wed.; Metro: Pino Suárez


Three blocks south of the Zócalo, a colonial-era mansion is today the city museum. Historians surmise that one of the conquistadores built a home on this site shortly after the conquest: The building’s famous cornerstone is a large carved serpent head, likely taken from the Templo Mayor after the building’s destruction and placed at the corner as a sign of Spanish domination.


The building’s current baroque facade was constructed by the Conde de Calimaya in the late 18th century. Inside, there is a small chapel dedicated to the Virgen de Guadalupe with three colonial-era religious paintings, as well as galleries exhibiting the museum’s permanent collections of paintings and sketches of the city and rotating exhibits of contemporary work.



S Mercado de la Merced



MOON MAP


Circunvalación between General Anaya and Adolfo Gorrión, Col. Merced Balbuena, tel. 55/5522-7250; 6am-6pm daily; Metro: La Merced


One of the largest retail markets in Mexico, the Mercado de la Merced is the centerpiece of a bustling commercial district known as the Antiguo Barrio de la Merced, which covers several city blocks on the eastern edge of the Centro. Trade has taken place here since the days of Tenochtitlan, when a canal transported goods from the agricultural communities of Xochimilco and Chalco to Moctezuma’s palaces in what is now the Zócalo. A market was built on the former grounds of the Merced convent in the 1860s, though the current market building was constructed in 1957, several decades after the transport canal dried up.
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chiles for sale at Mercado de la Merced





Wandering through the Merced is a feast for the senses and a bonanza for curious foodies. In the main market, you’ll find stacks of banana leaves, baskets towering with dried chiles, bags of black huitlacoche (corn fungus), and bins of traditional Mexican herbs and spices. Farther inside, stalls sell kitchen supplies, woven baskets, piñatas, and handicrafts, while aromatic food stands offer everything from quick quesadillas to a full meal at rock-bottom prices. Adjoining the Merced is the interesting Mercado Sonora, which sells home goods, herbal medicines, live animals, and products for spells and witchcraft. Today’s market is generally safe, but stay aware of your belongings and take care walking the streets nearby.


Centro Cultural de España


MOON MAP


Républica de Guatemala 18, tel. 55/6592-9926, http://ccemx.org; 11am-9pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-4pm Sun.; free; Metro: Zócalo


Run by the Spanish government since 2002, this unique gallery, cultural center, and anthropology museum is housed in a 17th-century baroque palace behind the Metropolitan Cathedral. Throughout the year, the center presents exhibitions of contemporary work by Mexican and Spanish artists, often featuring experimental proposals and installations, in addition to hosting workshops, readings, and performances on-site. There’s a design shop on the first floor, as well as a lovely terrace bar and café, with charming views of the back of the cathedral.


During an expansion of the space in 2006, construction workers encountered remains from the city of Tenochtitlan beneath the building’s foundation. Archaeological study suggests these structures housed a calmécac, a Mexica school, from the 15th and 16th centuries. After the discovery, the CCE opened the Museo del Sitio, a small, interesting museum in the basement of the building, which showcases both the ruins and artifacts recovered from the site.


Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso


MOON MAP


Justo Sierra 16, tel. 55/3602-0034, www.sanildefonso.org.mx; 10am-5pm Wed.-Sun.; US$2.50 general admission; Metro: Zócalo


The Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso was a Jesuit school from 1588 until 1767, when King Carlos expelled the Jesuits from New Spain. In the 19th century, under President Benito Juárez, it reopened as the Escuela Nacional Preparatoria, a prestigious secondary school.


In 1922, Secretary of Public Education José Vasconcelos hired a group of young Mexican artists to paint the walls of the school; it was the beginning of the mural project that would become emblematic of early 20th-century Mexican art. Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, David Alfaro Siqueiros, Fermín Revueltas Sánchez, Ramón Alva de la Canal, Fernando Leal, and Jean Charlot all painted sections of the interior. Among the building’s most important works, Orozco’s murals cover three stories in the main patio.


In 1992, San Ildefonso became a museum and cultural center. In addition to the murals, it hosts rotating art exhibits, usually showcasing contemporary work from Mexico and around the world, as well as special events and concerts.




THE CITY BENEATH THE CITY


In the year 1325, the Mexica people witnessed an eagle perched atop a cactus, holding a snake in its talons—today, the central image on the Mexican flag. A nomadic tribe, the Mexica had struggled for decades to settle in the already-populous Valley of Mexico, and the eagle came to them as a divine signal to found their city where it had landed, on an uninhabited island near the shore of Lake Texcoco. Over the next 200 years, the Mexica became enormously powerful, gaining control of city-states throughout Mesoamerica through aggressive warfare and forming a formidable alliance with fellow Nahuatl-speaking city-states Tlacopan and Texcoco. They named their city Tenochtitlan.


SPANISH CONQUEST


When Hernán Cortés and his army arrived in the Valley of Mexico in 1519, they were dazzled by what they found: an expansive, clean, and orderly city, larger than any in 16th-century Spain, surrounded by lakes and floating gardens. Causeways linked the island to the mainland while canals ribboned the city, bringing goods and produce to the large outdoor markets in the city center, which was replete with brightly painted temples, pyramids, and palaces.


Despite their initial admiration for the Mexica capital, the Spanish laid siege to and destroyed Tenochtitlan during the conquest. Directly on top of the vanquished city, they built an opulent European-style capital to rule New Spain, often using the stones from the fallen Mexica temples for their own churches and palaces. Though they destroyed the dams that protected the city from flooding, the Spanish continued to use the canals to transport goods, in addition to utilizing the causeways that linked the island to the mainland—today, the street Tacuba still runs along the ancient causeway.


INDEPENDENCE FROM SPAIN


By the time Mexico gained independence from Spain, there was little trace of the grand city of Tenochtitlan in the modern metropolis. The location of the Mexica’s monuments and temples had been forgotten. The lakes were drained and slowly filled to build new neighborhoods outside the city center. The canals that brought goods to the island dried up and were paved over. The city beneath the city was buried in history.


SIGHTS


In the 20th century, a renewed interest in Mexico’s pre-Columbian past sparked more extensive archaeological investigation of the Centro Histórico. Today, through accidental discovery and intentional excavation, the great city of Tenochtitlan continues to reveal itself. Here are some of the places that have emerged.


• In the late 1960s, the first line of Mexico City’s Metro system was under construction when transport workers tunneled directly into the remains of a pre-Columbian pyramid, long buried beneath the city floor. Undeterred, the transport authority built a subway station around the pyramid, creating a small plaza with an open ceiling where the structure can be viewed by the millions of commuters who rush through the Pino Suárez Metro Station (Jose María Izazaga and Pino Suárez; 6am-midnight daily) in the Centro Histórico every year.
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This pre-Columbian temple is now part of a busy metro station.





• The Zona Arqueológica and Museo del Templo Mayor (click here) contain the remains of the biggest and most sacred temple in Tenochtitlan, which was remarkably preserved beneath the colonial-era buildings in the Centro Histórico for over 450 years. Archaeologists long believed the base of the temple was located under or near the cathedral, but when a massive stone sculpture of Coyolxauhqui was found behind the cathedral 1978, a full excavation of the site revealed the location of the Templo Mayor. Excavation of the site is ongoing, recently revealing the Templo de Ehécatl and remains of a pre-Columbian ball court.


• The former home to the viceroy who oversaw the Spanish colonies (and today the seat of the executive branch of the government), the Palacio Nacional (click here) was built directly atop Mexica emperor Moctezuma’s former residence. Modern-day excavation of the palace’s ground floor has revealed the foundations of Moctezuma’s home, which is now visible in various glass-topped windows in the palace floor. There is also a viewing station showing a former staircase within the Mexica ruler’s palace, which is believed to have had over 100 bedrooms. Note that the Palacio Nacional was closed to visitors at press time.


• During an expansion of the colonial-era mansion in which its housed, the Centro Cultural de España (click here) discovered the remains of a 15th-century calmécac, a Mexica school, which is now part of a small basement museum in this wonderful contemporary art and cultural space.


• The three-story palace known as the Casa del Marqués del Apartado (República de Argentina 10; hours vary), designed by architect Manuel Tolsá, was completed in 1805. During a remodel of the space in 1901, several massive stone sculptures were discovered beneath the building’s ground floor, as well as the base and stairs of a Mexica temple, now visible in a ground-floor viewing area.


• The Museo de la Secretaría de Hacienda y Crédito Público (click here) is today an art museum run by the country’s tax authority, but it was once the palace of the archbishop of New Spain. The building suffered serious damage during the earthquake of 1985, and during renovation and retrofit of the space, construction workers discovered the foundations of the former Templo de Tezcatlipoca, along with artifacts and sculptures, which can be viewed in the museum’s west wing.






Templo y Plaza de Santo Domingo



MOON MAP


Brasil at Belisario Domínguez, tel. 55/5563-0479; Templo de Santo Domingo, hours vary; free; Metro: Zócalo


Surrounded by churches and palaces, the Plaza de Santo Domingo was the second most important public square in colonial Mexico City, after the Zócalo. On the north end, the Templo de Santo Domingo was constructed in 1530 as part of a Dominican convent, which included a hospital, libraries, and a cloister, largely destroyed during the 19th-century Reformation. Opposite the square, the 1730-era Palacio de la Inquisición was home to the dreaded Inquisition in Mexico, an extension of its Spanish counterpart.


Look for the dozens of professional scribes beneath the plaza’s western archways. They have been producing typed documents for paying clients since the mid-19th century and can help compose anything from a résumé to a love note at their small kiosks, in addition to producing official forms and contracts.
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