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American Metropolis

Mexico City was America’s largest city in the seventeenth century – 
a genuine metropolis. In this deeply researched book, Tatiana Seijas 
reveals a rich tapestry of stories about essential workers who remade 
and transformed the city during this period. Her narrative style carries 
readers to a unique place and time with residents from around the 
world who sold food, facilitated transportation, provided care, and 
valued the city’s silver. Free and enslaved people from Africa and Asia, 
immigrants, and Native Americans pursued opportunities in a wealthy, 
yet deeply unequal environment, where working people claimed parts 
of the city for themselves. They carved out spaces to create new busi-
nesses and protect their livelihoods, altering the cityscape itself in the 
process. American Metropolis brings Mexico City to life from the per-
spective of the working people who transformed this early modern 
metropolis.

Tatiana Seijas is Associate Professor of History at Rutgers University. 
She is the author of Asian Slaves in Colonial Mexico: From Chinos to 

Indians and coeditor of As If She Were Free: A Collective Biography of 

Women and Emancipation in the Americas.
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Books have histories. This one involved people who helped me think, 
research, write, research, rewrite, and rewrite again. Thank you.

American Metropolis began as an idea in Spring 2016 when I was at 
the National Humanities Center. A fellow asked for book recommenda-
tions on the history of Mexico City, and I shared my favorite. I began a 
bibliography.

Fast forward to Fall 2018 when I was at the Newberry Library, which, 
like the Humanities Center, gifted me with time and sources. I had been 
writing another book for years, and it was time for a change; I paused the 
writing, if not the researching, and reoriented my attention to a familiar 
place and time. I wrote the introduction to a book framed as a global his-
tory of Mexico City. Keelin Burke and Brad Hunt organized a workshop 
with fellows, and they all gave me feedback, including Jodi Bilinkoff, 
pushing me to de�ne my terms, explain the periodization, distinguish my 
historiographical contributions, assert my claim about the signi�cance 
of showing what was possible in a diverse city, and “write with joy” – 
I wrote that down in my notes. Thank you.

I continued writing, and in Spring 2019, Steve Pincus at the University 
of Chicago invited me to share a work in progress. Once again, I had the 
privilege of sharing my ideas with scholars who encouraged me and con-
�rmed that readers would be interested in reading about my wondrous 
city. I can close my eyes and see everyone who was in the room. Thank 
you for being there, for joining me in conversations and inspiring me 
to be Braudelian in my reconstruction of space, and to pay attention to 
upward and downward mobility, think comparatively, and, most impor-
tantly, to keep writing. Thank you.
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xix

American Metropolis draws from sources in various languages, but 
mainly Spanish – the lingua franca in Mexico City. It was the language 
of the royal government and spoken by most residents. Nahua residents 
used their own language for their own government affairs, yet they too 
understood Spanish to varying degrees, especially as the century wore on. 
Residents from other nations had to adopt Spanish as well. Writing this 
rendering of their history in English required orthographical choices in 
terms of place names, people’s names, and untranslatable words.

All place names are in English. But the Spanish names are in the notes 
at �rst mention to orient readers familiar with the locations. Silversmiths 
had their shops along Saint Francis Street rather than Calle de San 

Francisco, for example. There are places, however, that have no true 
equivalent, such as the city’s public park, the Alameda – a name that 
means park, so it reads Alameda in the text.

Residents’ �rst and last names follow the modern spelling for con-
sistency, including diacritical marks. The Spanish last name García, for 
example, was not accented in the seventeenth century and had various 
spellings, including Garçia; it is spelled here according to modern con-
ventions. The same is true for Portuguese and other European language 
last names. The spellings also vary in the documentation in terms of 
pronouns and prepositions. For example, people used the preposition 
from (de) in their names, such as Joseph de Tobar, in some instances 
but excluded it on other occasions. Someone might say their name was 
María de la Cruz, and the scribes would render it Maria Crus – a prac-
tice that requires careful investigation to ascertain if documents are 
related to the same person. Due to this variance and for clarity, the 

Note on Orthography and Measures
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xx Note on Orthography and Measures

preposition is omitted in the text, rendering their names José Tovar and 
María Cruz. The original orthography is sometimes noted for archival 
identi�cation. African, Asian, and Indigenous names and ethnonyms are 
in the original. Scribes noted the �rst and last names of free residents; 
enslaved people, however, often appear under their �rst names only. 
Slaveowners gave them these names; their family names are lost in the 
historical record unless noted in the text. Narrating the experiences of 
historical actors requires referencing them repeatedly, done here by last 
name after the �rst mention, unless the person appeared in the records 
with one name only.
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