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Santa Fe: ¿modelo o prototipo? Usos y abusos de Santa Fe de Granada en la 
historiografía urbana

En octubre de 1491, durante el sitio de Granada, los Reyes Católicos establecieron el campamento 
militar conocido como Real de Santa Fe. Tras la rendición nazarí el 2 de enero de 1492, este asen-
tamiento fue fundado oficialmente como ciudad, adquiriendo gran fama en las décadas siguientes 
a modo de símbolo de las aspiraciones imperiales españolas. La literatura académica dedicada a 
Santa Fe es amplia. Se la ha descrito como vínculo entre las prácticas urbanas españolas en Euro-
pa y América, como pico evolutivo del urbanismo medieval ibérico, como aplicación ejemplar de los 
nuevos principios del Renacimiento, como la recuperación del castrum romano, o incluso como la 
materialización de la Jerusalén Celestial, entre otras posibilidades. El presente artículo presenta 
un análisis historiográfico de esta narrativa que parte desde aquellas posiciones que presentan 
Santa Fe como modelo ubicuo hacia un entendimiento más profundo de su papel como prototipo en 
el contexto amplio de los procesos urbanos transatlánticos bidireccionales desarrollados durante 
la modernidad temprana.

Palabras clave: Historia urbana, historia del urbanismo, asentamientos coloniales, Imperio 
español, América Latina.

In October 1491, during the siege of Granada, the Catholic Monarchs established a royal encamp-
ment at the site known as Real de Santa Fe. After the Nasrid surrender on January 2nd, 1492, 
this settlement was officially founded as a city, acquiring great fame in the following decades as 
a symbol of Spanish imperial aspirations. Scholarly literature has abundantly depicted Santa Fe 
as a link between Spanish urban practices in Europe and the Americas, describing it as the evolu-
tionary peak of Iberian medieval urbanism, the exemplary application of new Renaissance princi-
ples, the reenactment of the Roman castrum, and the physical embodiment of Celestial Jerusalem, 
among many other possibilities. This article provides a historiographical analysis of this narrative, 
ranging from Santa Fe’s presentation as a ubiquitous model to a deeper understanding of its role 
as a prototype embedded within a complex network of bidirectional transatlantic urban processes 
developed during the early modern period.

Keywords: Urban History, Planning History, colonial settlements, Spanish Empire, Latin America.
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Santa Fe: model or prototype?
Uses and Misuses of Granada’s Santa Fe in Urban Historiography

Manuel Sánchez 
García

Origins of Santa Fe

October 1491: Queen Isabella of Castile 
and King Ferdinand of Aragon establish their 
royal encampment for the siege of the Muslim 
Kingdom of Granada. This temporary pla-
cement known as Real de Santa Fe was re-
served for the monarchs, their generals, and 
a small portion of their army. The bulk of 
the Castilian forces resided some hundred 
meters away at Real de la Vega, a much bi-
gger camp whose exact position remains 
unknown (García Pulido and Orihuela Uzal 
2005). While the details of the construction 
of Real de la Vega went mostly unobserved 
by campaign chroniclers, there are plenty of 
testimonies regarding Real de Santa Fe, in-
cluding the narration of direct witnesses li-
ke Fernando del Pulgar (Del Pulgar 1780; 
Bernáldez 1995). Their testimonies praise 
Santa Fe’s urban plan for its regularity and 
strong defenses. Del Pulgar affirmed that 
the layout of Santa Fe followed the model of 
Briviesca, a town in northern Spain, relocated 
and re-founded with a grid-iron structure in 
the early 14th century by Blanca de Portugal, 

granddaughter of Alfonso X (Marineo Siculo 
1539, Navarro Segura 2006: 218). As a se-
ttlement of royal ascendance, Briviesca was 
an ideal reference for Santa Fe, connecting it 
to Castilian precedents close to Saint James 
Way and its network where Aragonese grid 
town planning practices flourished in the 11th 
century (Passini 1984, 1988, Bielza de Ory 
2003). In this way, Santa Fe’s foundational 
narrative was rooted in both Castilian and 
Aragonese traditions: a suitable basis for both 
Catholic Monarchs in their alliance against 
Nasrid Granada.

The earliest depictions of Santa Fe inclu-
de an engraved panel in the wooden choir 
of Toledo’s Cathedral sculpted by Rodrigo 
Alemán between 1492 and 1493, that is, du-
ring the subsequent year after the conquest 
of Granada (Carriazo y Arroquia 1985). The 
chairs in the lower section of the chorus fea-
ture scenes from the Granada War ordered in 
a strict hierarchy. At the center of the chorus, 
the chair showing Santa Fe and the siege of 
Granada (figure 1) was paired with another 
panel presenting the rendition of the Nasrid 
capital (figure 2). They frame the stairs 

Figure 1. Panel of 
Santa Fe in the lower 
chorus at Toledo’s 
Cathedral, Spain, 
1492-1493. Artist: 
Rodrigo Alemán, 
Spain. Author.

Figure 2. Panel of 
Granada in the lower 
chorus at Toledo’s 
Cathedral, Spain, 
1492-1493. Artist: 
Rodrigo Alemán, 
Spain. Author.
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leading to the Archbishop’s presidential seat, 
Granada to its right and Santa Fe to its left, 
forming a visual narrative of urban opposi-
tes, catholic fervor, and royal authority (figu-
re 3) (García Pulido and Orihuela Uzal 2004). 
Aleman’s engraving of Santa Fe emphasizes 
its fortifications and is considered the most 
accurate depiction of the royal camp. Among 
other details, it shows the proto-modern 
bastions designed by the Aragonese mili-
tary engineer Ramiro López, which contrast 
with Santa Fe’s medieval gates and walls1. 
Across the river, the unwalled Real de la Vega 

teems with soldiers making preparations 
for the siege. Granada’s medina appears in 
the background. 

Real de Santa Fe was officially founded 
as a city in celebration of the Christian vic-
tory over Granada, following the signature 
of a peace agreement on November 25, 1491 
and the Nasrid official rendition on January 
2, 1492. Santa Fe was re-plotted into urban 
parcels and distributed among Castilians ci-
tizens [vecinos] benefiting of a special set of 
local charters and privileges [fueros]. The 
foundational process included a series of legal 
and religious protocols that emphasized the 
new status of the town as a place of non-ar-
med dominance in substitution of its prior 
military character. Its image of stone bastions 
and whitewashed wooden walls gradually fa-
ded until the remaining fortifications were 
demolished in the 18th century (García Pulido 
and Orihuela Uzal 2005: 37). Santa Fe’s rein-
forced doors were substituted in the 1600s 
by ceremonial entrances with chapels placed 
above them, obliging citizens and visitors en-
ter the city “under God’s gaze” in a quite lite-
ral sense (figures 4-7).

Such urban modifications responded to 
Santa Fe’s renown, well-established by the 
end of the fifteenth century throughout the 
global reaches of imperial Spain. Santa Fe is 
the place where the first document authori-
zing Christopher Columbus to travel to the 
East Indies was signed by Queen Isabella on 
April 17, 1492, four months after the fall of 
Granada. Santa Fe is also mentioned in docu-
ments, letters, instructions, and other tran-
satlantic correspondence throughout the 16th 
century as a urban referent for adelantados 

Figure 3. View of the 
chorus at Toledo’s 
Cathedral, Spain. The 
image features its 
central section, with 
the Archbishop seat at 
the high chorus and 
the stairs of the lower 
chorus flanked by the 
images of Santa Fe 
and Granada carved 
by Rodrigo Alemán. 
Author.

Figure 4. Left page.
Santa Fe, Gate of 
Granada. Outside 
view. Built in the 
17th century after the 
collapse of a previous 
structure. It was 
designed as a gated 
chapel, with a domed 
main altar placed over 
the door. Author.
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Figure 5. Santa 
Fe, Gate of Seville. 
Outside view. Author.

Figure 6. Santa Fe, 
Gate of Jaén. Outside 
view. Author.

Figure 7. Santa Fe, 
Gate of Loja. Inside 
view, featuring a 
chapel balcony 
overlooking the main 
street. Author.
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and other Spanish officials2, many of them 
being veterans from the War or Granada (e.g. 
Nicolás de Ovando), descendants of war vete-
rans (e.g. Hernán Cortés), or sons of Castilian 
settlers raised in post-war Granada (e.g. 
Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada). Today, cities 
bearing the name Santa Fe can be found all 
across the Americas in countries as dissi-
milar as the United States3, Mexico4, Cuba5, 
Honduras6, Panamá7, Colombia8, Venezuela9, 
Brazil10, Bolivia11, Chile12, and Argentina13. In 
other words: most Spanish colonial territories 
in the Americas have their own unique Santa 
Fe, all of them different but rooted to a com-
mon ancestor in Granada. New santafes fo-
llowing the colonial model were also settled in 
the Iberian Peninsula and other Spanish real-
ms in Europea. That is the case of Santa Fe 
de Mondújar in Almería, the eastern province 
of the Kingdom of Granada, a city meant to 
repopulate the region with Castilian colonists 
after the expulsion of local inhabitants in the 
aftermath of the Morisco rebellions of 1568-
1571 (Sánchez Ramos 1995: 380). 

This worldwide impact has given Santa 
Fe a prominent role in most historical studies 

dealing with Spanish urbanism. Authors 
such as Fernando Terán (1989) and Charles 
Delfante (2006: 186-188) listed Santa Fe in 
their general urban history surveys (figure 
8). Their work shows the expansive influen-
ce of Santa Fe both in its time and in con-
temporary scholarship, inspiring winding 
discussions about its archetypical trace that 
have not been fully resolved. If Santa Fe’s grid 
structure was meant to be used as a planning 
model, its plan would consistently appear in 
manuscripts, instructions, and military en-
gineering treatises. But this is not the case. 
There is no 16th-century plan of Santa Fe to 
be found, not in its own foundational record 
(figure 9), nor in those of the cities that alle-
gedly reproduced its model. Santa Fe may be 
considered a planned city, but no plan was 
involved in its creation. 

Period sources featuring the image of 
Santa Fe are not plans but views, such as 
Alemán’s engravings, and urban diagrams, 
like the one featured in the 1750 land regis-
tration survey by Marques de la Ensenada 
(Guillén Marcos, 2003) (figure 10). The ear-
liest surviving plan of Santa Fe is the one 

Figure 8. Plan of 
Santa Fe as presented 
in the Spanish edition 
of Charles Delfante’s 
Grande Histoire de la 
Ville (2006), originally 
published in 1997.
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Figure 10. Plan of 
Santa Fe sketched in 
the margin of a set 
of responses for the 
Catastro de Ensenada, 
Spain, 1753. Part of 
the manuscript titled 
‘Autos, respuestas 
generales y estados 
de Santa Fe’, 1752-
1756, Archivo 
Histórico Provincial de 
Granada, D-LIB/1543.

Figure 9. Libro de 
Fundación de Santa 
Fe, 1492-1496, fol. 2r. 
Archivo Municipal de 
Santa Fe.
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drawn by Francisco Quintillán in 1777 (fi-
gure 11), for a project for the city’s north 
ditch draining, featuring its distinctive ur-
ban structure, its ceremonial gates, and its 
central plaza (figure 12). This same plan is 
the one reproduced by Delfante and most 
other urban history manuals: a 18th-century 
source unrelated to any actual foundational 
plan of any Spanish settlement in Europe or 
the Americas. Given the abundance of ur-
ban imagery in the early modern Hispanic 
world, it is highly improbable that Santa Fe 
could have existed throughout the 16th and 
17th centuries as a “model for the creation 
of all Hispano-American cities” without any 
graphic representation of its plan in a major 
printed media (Bonet Correa 1978: 32).

Although the debate regarding Santa Fe’s 
trace is still ongoing, urban historians often 
depict this city as an uncontested model for 
Spanish urban practices in Europe and the 
Americas. Diverse authors have presented 
the trace of Santa Fe either as a re-enact-
ment of the Roman castrum, a physical em-
bodiment of Celestial Jerusalem, a derivative 
of the French bastides, and an exemplary 
application of Renaissance urbanism, all of 
them plausible but insufficient explanations. 

Disciplinary and geographical divides al-
so affect the discourses surrounding Santa 
Fe. To Hispanic medievalists, Santa Fe is at 
the end of their chronology, a hint of what 
was to come in the early modern period. For 
Americanists, Santa Fe is a root with strong 
medieval flavors, indispensable for later ur-
ban developments but far from the baroque 
complexity of any major Latin American ca-
pital. In this way, Santa Fe has become one 
of those referents that many authors refer to 
only through what others said before. It sits 
in a very specific place at the fringes of diffe-
rent subfields, limiting its profound study to 
a limited group of scholars mostly based in 
Andalusia. As a response, the following pages 
provide a historiographical inquiry based on 
both local and international sources to por-
tray how the debates surrounding Santa Fe 
have been represented in scholarly literature. 
It delves into the main arguments regarding 
Santa Fe’s role as a referent for early modern 
urban practices, including notions of how it 
became regarded as a model, the impacts of 
such assumptions, and the diverse viewpoints 
questioning Santa Fe’s actual role in the com-
plex embroidery of influences across the early 
modern Iberian worlds.

Figure 11. Plan 
showing Santa 
Fe and its system 
of water ditches, 
Spain, 1777. Author: 
Francisco Quintillán, 
Spain. Source: 
Archivo Municipal 
de Santa Fe, folder 
590/3, ES.1800280.
AMSF/5.2./MPD, 
0001.
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edited the catalogue volume of Iberoamerican 
and Philippine city plans conserved at 
Archivo General de Indias (1951), which re-
mains still today as the reference source for 
the AGI collection. The networked aspects of 
Iberoamerican cities were further explored 
by Antonio Bonet Correa (1978, 1991, 2007), 
who became a key influence for the new ge-
neration of Spanish art historians trained 
after the 1950s. 

Most of these works have not been widely 
available outside of Spain for a very long ti-
me and many have never been translated. In 
their absence, the international narrative on 
Spanish urban history has been instead dri-
ven by English-written sources. One of the 
most internationally influential volumes on 
this regard is Anthony Edwin James Morris’ 
History of Urban Form (1994), first published 
in 1972 and easily accessible thanks to its 
subsequent editions and Spanish transla-
tions (2018). Morris expanded the morpholo-
gical approach, building his historical survey 
upon the works of many of the previously 
mentioned authors. In the brief section dedi-
cated to Spanish medieval new towns, Morris 
presented Santa Fe as “one of the most re-
gularly planned examples” for early modern 
Spanish cities, which he described as “fur-
ther variations on the theme of European 
medieval town planning” whose “main sig-
nificance is that of providing a determining 
influence on the colonial settlement policies 
adopted by the Spanish conquistadores in 
Latin America” (1994: 147). 

In 1984, the first Spanish translation of 
Morris’ volume added a new chapter titled 
Spain and her Empire, which was later adap-
ted for the third English edition in 1994. 
The starting three pages of this section were 

Santa Fe as a militaristic global 
blueprint 

The French inheritance of the urban 
history field is a key aspect on this regard, 
linked to authors like Numa Denis Fustel 
de Coulanges (1864, 1947), Pierre Lavedan 
(1952), and Henri Pirenne (1969). They focu-
sed on Classic urban history, late medieval 
and early modern urban treatises, and their 
impacts on North and Central European ur-
banism. Their works informed later 20th cen-
tury urban histories such as those by Erwin 
Anton Gutkind in the US (1964), Maurice 
Beresford in England (1967), Leonardo 
Benevolo in Italy (1971), and Yves Barel in 
France (1981). Texts such as the fourth vo-
lume of Gutkind’s 1964 International History 
of City Development consolidated a morpho-
logic approach towards Spanish urbanism 
that ended up becoming the mainstream for 
this kind of research. Most of Gutkind’s argu-
ments are still in use today: the Roman com-
ponent of Spanish urbanism, the influence of 
French bastides on fortified new towns plan-
ted during the Reconquista, the legal prece-
dents established by Alfonso X’s legal code 
Las Siete Partidas (13th century), the long 
tradition of medieval fueros in Aragon and 
Navarra14, and the implementation of urban 
typologies such as roofed arcades in major 
streets and plazas mayores. Gutkind built 
his Hispanic overview upon the works of re-
nowned Spanish historians such as Leopoldo 
Torres Balbás, Antonio García y Bellido, 
Luis Cervera, Fernando Chueca and Pedro 
Bidagor (1954), all well-aware of Granada’s 
early modern history and Santa Fe’s world-
wide legacy. Additionally, Torres Balbás and 
Chueca Goitia, together with Julio González, 

Figure 12. Santa 
Fe’s central square, 
featuring the church 
of Nuestra Señora 
de la Encarnación, 
by the renowned 
Madrid architect 
Ventura Rodríguez. 
Its construction began 
in 1774. Works were 
still ongoing when 
Quintillán traced his 
plan in 1777. Author.
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dedicated to Reconquista Spanish urbanism, 
insisting that medieval new towns acquain-
ted “Castilian leaders of Latin American co-
lonizing expeditions with the processes of 
new urban settlement” (Morris 1994: 293). 
Like in previous editions, Morris presented 
Santa Fe as the single exemplary highlight 
of this period. He described how Nicolás de 
Ovando, the Spanish conquistador who re-se-
ttled Santo Domingo in 1502, was present in 
Santa Fe in 1492, where he went through 
“a formative planning experience compara-
ble with that of Pierre L’Enfant” (1994: 294) 
(figure 13). A sidenote warns: “Santa Fe did 
not serve as a model or preferred imperial 
city plan”. The city is instead presented as a 
convenient articulation founded in a “auspi-
ciously coincidental year […] with Granada 
retaken and Castilian knights looking for 
fresh fields to conquer, Spain was ready and 
above all able to accept the challenge, brou-
ght back by Columbus, of a “new world for the 
taking” (Morris 1994: 293). Later in the chap-
ter, the author presents even more anachro-
nistic arguments, such as the description of 

how Charles V, born in 1500, “petitioned the 
Pope for sole rights to the Indies” right after 
Columbus first return in 1493. The dates 
don’t match. Nor does the terminology: Morris 
went as far as employing the term plaza ma-
yor to describe spaces like Plaza Birrambla 
in Granada (1994: 302), one of the most uni-
que market spaces in the Nasrid lower me-
dina predating the Christian conquest of the 
city, hence much older than any early mo-
dern plaza15. A further problematic aspect 
to Morris’ work is the comparison between 
Spanish and English colonialism. For Morris, 
Spaniards shown a militaristic approach to 
urbanism vastly distinct from the “individual 
adventuring” and “corporate enterprise” of 
the English colonists (1994: 330). His argu-
ments are not far from Lewis Mumford’s own 
biased suggestions: “If the Spanish colonial 
town in the New World was a military sur-
vival, the New England village was a happy 
mutation” (1989: 330).

Overall, Morris depicted Santa Fe as a mi-
litaristic urban model articulating south-Ibe-
rian local conflicts with the global conquest 

Figure 13. Detail 
of Anthony Edwin 
James Morris’ History 
of Urban Form 3rd 
edition (1994: 294), 
presenting a top-down 
view of Santa Fe and 
a simplified plan 
following Quintillán’s 
1777 depiction.
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of the Americas. The impact of his argument 
can be tracked through later authors referen-
cing Morris such as Spiro Kostof (1991) and 
Leonardo Benevolo (1993a), who also drew 
upon wide historical categories to provide 
brief explanations for Ibero-American urban 
practices. Kostof went for the French option 
in his seminal monograph The city shaped 
(1991), where he introduced the Indies Laws 
as a “a genuine product of Renaissance thou-
ght” that should be interpreted as “a continua-
tion of the long medieval history of bastides” 
(1991: 113). In La città nella storia d’Europa, 
Benevolo provided a quite nuanced argument 
regarding Spanish Medieval grid cities based 
on the works of Pierre Lavedan and Henri 
Pirenne. However, the book’s later sections 
change to a more reductive view when dis-
cussing the wide application of the Spanish 
colonial grid, allegedly based on its connec-
tion to utopian urban models born from the 
Italian Renaissance (1993b: 125–129). Their 
works show how difficult is to navigate the di-
vide between late-medieval and early modern 
urban history in their search for overarching 
arguments, a challenge shared by many au-
thors then as well as today.

Santa Fe in the works of Hispanists and 
Latin-Americanists 

In comparison to urban historians, spe-
cialized Hispanists and Latin-Americanist 
historians tend to keep a more restrained 
attitude in their considerations, simulta-
neously providing general insights as well 

as contrasting exceptions situated in their 
specific historical contexts that avoid gen-
eralization. John Elliott explained this ap-
proach in the introduction to his Empires 
of the Atlantic World, where he argued how 
comparative history should be a “fluctuating 
process” not unlike “playing the accordion” 
(2006: xix). Santa Fe appears in Elliot’s vol-
ume as well, once again featured as the main 
link between Spanish grid-iron urbanism in 
Europe and the Americas. This author had 
explored the topic before in his widespread 
monograph Imperial Spain 1469-1716 (1998) 
where the Granada War appears featured in 
detail. Elliott’s work presented Santa Fe as 
a unique case within a complicated network 
of relationships involving Nasrid Granada, 
Castile, and Aragon, further entangled as 
Spanish conflicts spread across North Africa, 
Italy, Germany, Flanders, and the Americas. 
Though Elliott’ did not describe Santa Fe’s 
morphology or its built environment, his his-
torical narration is polyhedric, open to vari-
ous possible interpretations and thus richer 
in meaning. Elliott’s expertise in the Spanish 
Empire, along with his wide and complex ap-
proach, supported his more critical views on 
historical archetypes and stereotypes. Rather 
than surveying Santa Fe as a closed case, he 
presented it as a topic of investigation open 
to future inquiry. Similarly, Richard L. Kagan 
and Fernando Marías’ 1998 compilation of 
Hispanic urban imagery mentions Santa Fe 
in reference to the diversity of debates about 
its historical roots (1998: 67). 

This more methodical approach has 
found fertile ground among Latin American 
urban historians. In 1996, the Colombian 
architect Jaime Salcedo Salcedo developed 
a complex survey of Spanish colonial cit-
ies and their morphologies deeply rooted on 
Latin American literature (figure 14). He pro-
posed the classification of colonial cities in 
two groups. First, fortified cities with long 
blocks, narrow streets, and imperfect grids, 
related to the castrum model and typically 
found in the Caribbean region. Second, open 
cities with squared blocks and wide streets, 
related to the Catholic ideal for a perfect city. 
Cities following this later model were mostly 
founded after the 1530s in the inner terri-
tories of the continent, especially in Andean 
regions where the Spaniards did not face 
any enemy artillery (Salcedo Salcedo 1996). 
Salcedo connected both groups to earlier me-
dieval experiences, including the castramen-
tatio rule by Alfonso X in the 13th century and 
the ideal city by Francesc de Eiximenis in the 

Figure 14. Diagrams 
by Jaime Salcedo 
Salcedo showing the 
connections between 
different urban models 
and their application 
in colonial America 
(1996: 45).
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15th century (1996: 44–46) (figure 15). Santa 
Fe was of course a key link for this chain of 
urban referents. Salcedo proposed an inno-
vative argument delving into how Santa Fe 
became more influential as an idea than as 
a direct formal rule. In his opinion, Santa Fe 
was a shared referent across Spanish colo-
nists because it embodied a perfect vida en 
policía, that is, the ideal way of living under 
Spanish law. For Salcedo, Santa Fe still is the 
main overseas link, but his view on the con-
sequences of this connection shows a richer 
diversity in time and space, unique for each 
colonial city echoing Santa Fe.

Salcedo was preceded by figures such 
as Carlos Martínez, who explored the urban 
models applied all over Colombia with em-
phasis on Santa Fe de Bogotá (1967, 1973); 
and Alberto Corradine —in collaboration with 
his wife Helga Mora de Corradine— (1986, 
1989), who studied the colonial architecture 
of Colombia and published the foundational 
plan of Villa de Leyva for the first time. Today, 
one of the main referents for the urban history 

of Santa Fe de Bogotá is Germán Mejía, who 
compiled a historical cartography of the city 
in collaboration with Marcela Cuéllar (2007), 
and later provided the most comprehensive 
study to date about the years of its founda-
tion (2012). All these authors mention Santa 
Fe de Granada in their works, a particularly 
necessary reference given the Granadian or-
igin of Bogotá’s founder Gonzalo Jiménez de 
Quesada. Although Mejía built upon the ar-
guments of Martínez and Salcedo, he is not 
an architect but an historian, hence his ap-
proach is less dependent on morphology than 
his predecessors. In his narration of Bogotá’s 
settlement process, Mejía focused on the 
city’s politics, symbolic dimensions, and peri-
od urban legislation, relating his work to the 
developments of Spanish historians such as 
Manuel Lucena Giraldo (2006). Their argu-
ments diverge from those of Morris and oth-
er precedents such as Jorge Enrique Hardoy, 
Richard Paul Schaedel, and Nora Scott-Kinzer, 
who in 1978 affirmed that the “pompous title 
of city” of Spanish colonial settlements “was 

Figure 15. Plan of 
Eiximenis ideal town 
by Vicente Bielza de 
Ory (2003: 309).
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a legal figment, not a physical reality” (1978: 
1–26). In contrast, Mejía and Lucena dive in-
to the inner workings of that “legal figment” 
and so evaluate the impacts of its associated 
protocols and hierarchies, never underesti-
mating the material foundations of cities that, 
like Lima, Cartagena de Indias and special-
ly Mexico City, would become global hubs for 
the baroque world.

Similar arguments have been pub-
lished by scholars specialized on other Latin 
American contexts. Ramón Gutiérrez, founder 
of Centro de Documentación de Arquitectura 
Latinoamericana (CEDODAL) in Argentina, 
briefly mentions Santa Fe in his survey 
Arquitectura y urbanismo en Iberoamérica 
(1983). He critically referred to how Spanish 
planning practices have been tracked back 
to the French bastides and to Santa Fe as 
the “precise model for the ‘new urban order’ 
in America”, shedding doubt on the direct 
link between the Granadian grid town and 
Nicolás de Ovando. Indeed, Gutiérrez’s survey 
is one of the very few that do not include any 
plan or visual reference for Santa Fe, advising 
against the pursuit of one-directional formal 
genealogies. In his words: “the qualities of the 
city conceived ‘a priori’ in reference to a model 

was something absolutely new to the [then] 
current urban practice, which was based on 
spontaneous growth from generating cores 
(church, castle, market square, etc.)”.

Mario Sartor, an Italian expert on 
Mesoamerica, built upon the works of Hardoy, 
Chueca, Muratore, and Benevolo to provide a 
broad historical overview that included both 
Spanish urban practices and pre-Colum-
bian built environments (1981). Like many 
other scholars, Sartor’s account refers to the 
common pattern of Hispanic cities, includ-
ing references to the castramentatio rule and 
the French bastides. Like Morris, Benevolo 
and others, Sartor depiction of Santa Fe is 
also based on its 1777 plan, featured in as-
sociation to other European grid cities like 
Monpezier, Villareal, and Briviesca, some of 
which can be found in the works of Gutkind 
and Salcedo (figure 16).  

Something similar happens in Historia 
urbana del reino de Chile by Gabriel Guarda, 
one the most influential surveys of Chilean 
urban history (1978). Its introduction inclu-
des a brief mention to Santa Fe along with 
other prototypical examples such as Puente 
la Reina and Eiximenis’ ideal city, supported 
by a figure simply labeled “Plan of Santa Fe 

Figure 16. Plans of 
French bastides and 
Spanish grid towns 
in Mario Sartor’s La 
città e la Conquista 
(1981: 114): Villeneuve 
sur lot, Mirande, 
Monpezier, Sainte-Foy-
La-Grande, Santa Fe, 
Villareal, Briviesca. 
Previously published 
by Leszek M. Zawisza 
(1972) and Pedro 
Lluberes (1975) in 
Boletín del CIHE.
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(Granada), 1491” (figure 17). Apart from the 
early foundation date16, the plan is very simi-
lar —if not the exact same— to the one fea-
tured by Morris, Benevolo, and many others. 
Despite Guarda’s meticulous approach to his-
torical sources, in this case he made no refe-
rence to Francisco Quintillán as the engineer 
who authored the plan in 1777 or the fact 
that its development had no relation to Santa 
Fe’s foundation. 

More recent surveys have added new la-
yers to the interpretation of Santa Fe in as-
sociation with a great diversity of historical 
arguments. Alain Musset, of French origin 
but closely related to Mexican academia, 

proposed a unique exploration of how the 
institutional bodies of colonial cities were, in 
many cases, more resilient than their built 
structure (2011). He sought examples of re-
located cities, labeling them ciudades nóma-
das [nomad cities] as they changed places 
without losing their identity. Granada’s Santa 
Fe does not fit this category, limiting Musset’s 
description to presenting it as a precedent for 
the Spanish grid model. He named the sa-
me usual historical references and influen-
ces, namely Renaissance ideal cities like 
Thomas More’s Utopia and its trace designed 
according to the principles of the Roman cas-
trum (2011: 48). 

Figure 17. Plan of 
Santa Fe featured as 
the very first figure 
in Gabriel Guarda’s 
Historia urbana 
del reino de Chile 
(1978: 14).
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In her 2001 text La città del primo 
Rinascimento, Donatella Calabi presented 
Santa Fe as part of a “policy for interior co-
lonization” [politica di colonizzazione interna] 
that developed in both Italy and Spain during 
the late 15th century, which would later in-
fluence a series of regularization projects in 
conquered Islamic medinas like Jaen (1494-
1540), Málaga (1527), Córdoba (1521-1600), 
and Granada itself (1505-1528) (2001: 24, 
106). The urban transformations of the for-
mer Nasrid capital after its conquest are in-
deed a topic favored by more contemporary 
historical approaches, including authors such 
as Alicia Cámara and Begoña Alonso. Alonso 
described Santa Fe as a “simulacro de ciudad” 
(2015), a category later used by Cámara to ad-
dress the Vitruvian roots of its geometry and 
the direct application of its orthogonal trace 
to the Spanish transformation of Tenochtitlan 
(2020). In fact, the idea of simulacro has a 
strong resonance in the urban history of 
Christian Granada. After the conquest, the 
city became a failed project of imperial ca-
pital for Charles V and a focus of instabili-
ty during the Morisco rebellions of 1499 and 
1568-1571. The Crown reacted in many ways, 
such as the establishment of Phillip II court 
in Madrid in 1561 and the final expulsion of 
the Spanish Morisco community in 160917. A 
strong Counter Reformation sentiment grew 
in Granada and influenced the reimagination 
of its own Andalusian identity, inspiring wi-
de urban operations of great impact that ge-
nerated new sceneries enforcing the Catholic 
image of power. According to Granadian ex-
pert José Luis Orozco, the traces and geo-
metries used in these transformations had 
a complex symbolic dimension comprised of 
layered religious and political meanings not 
thoroughly understood by scholars (1985)18. 
This argument is still valid today. Orozco ar-
gued that, while the trace of Santa Fe was, 
for practical purposes, a mere reproduction 
of the Roman castrum, its real importance re-
sided in its role as a devoted Christian city 
and its a ritual urban structure charged with 
strong symbolism (1985: 70). Santa Fe’s ge-
neric morphology supported unique, power-
ful meanings related to Catholic theology and 
the convoluted clashes occurring in Granada 
between different religious interpretations. 
Such comparative arguments between urban 
structures and meanings have also been ins-
trumental in international scholarship, wi-
despread after the publication works of Tony 
Atkin and Joseh Rykwert’s Structure and 

meaning in human settlements (2005). Their 
discussion on how urban form may embody 
a sheer variety of spiritual, religious, ideo-
logical, and political meanings are directly 
related to Santa Fe’s history, elevating the 
discussion over any simplistic morphological 
analogies and advancing towards more com-
prehensive approaches.

Open paths for a critical reading of 
Santa Fe and its influence

Santa Fe poses both a challenge and an 
opportunity for future avenues of research 
and discussion. A challenge because it is a 
unique case in its kind that resists simplifi-
cation, comparable to many others but ne-
ver quite similar to them. An opportunity as 
the sources dealing with both its formal and 
symbolic dimensions are rich and accessi-
ble. Nonetheless, the symbolic dimension of 
the city has been a topic of great interest to 
scholars over the last sixty years, including 
significant works such as Giorgio Muratore’s 
La città rinascimentale (1975), together with 
other studies on the Celestial Jerusalem and 
its simulacra like Titus Burckhardt’s (1980). 
The symbolic dimension of art and space has 
spread to a multitude of visual disciplines, as 
shown in Adrian Frutiger’s work Signs and 
Symbols (1998)19. 

Back in the field of architectural history, 
Joseph Rykwert’s approach to the discus-
sions regarding the origin of architecture 
(1972)20 was expanded to urban history in 
his seminal work The Idea of a Town (1976)21, 
where Rykwert developed a theory on urban 
foundational practices based on the Etruscan 
myth and applied to a diverse selection of ca-
se studies in Africa, Asia, and the Americas. 
In his final chapter, Rykwert presented a se-
ries of potential lines for later studies, one of 
them being the history of the Spanish grid 
model through medieval cases like the abo-
vementioned city of Briviesca (1985: 249). 

Although Santa Fe is not directly mentioned 
by Rykwert, many of his observations can be 
applied to the analysis of its early modern sig-
nificance and religious resonances. The most 
prominent one might be Rykwert’s famed 
Biblical quote referring to city gates and the 
transcendental experience of passing throu-
gh them: “I am the door. If anyone enters by 
Me, he will be saved, and will go in and out 
and find pasture” (John 10:9). The trans-
formation of Santa Fe’s fortified gates into a 
set of elevated chapels beautifully matches 
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Rykwert’s argument. Contemporary authors 
such as Keith D. Lilley have further expan-
ded this exploration of symbolism urban and 
its role in medieval philosophy. His work City 
and Cosmos focuses on France, England, 
Italy, and Flanders, while also including so-
me Spanish examples such as Petra, planted 
in 1300 as the first Aragonese colonial settle-
ment in the Balearic Islands; and Puente la 
Reina, a Navarre town transformed in 1122 
with strong connections to the Camino de 
Santiago (2009: 51, 63). Lilley situated the-
se settlements alongside other European 
cities to highlight how their geometries co-
rrelated with precise symbolic structures 
and cosmogonies. 

To conclude, it is worth mentioning at 
least two more scholars who explore the sym-
bolic and cultural significance of Spanish 
colonial structures from fields other than ar-
chitecture and urban planning, and so provi-
de methodologies and conceptual frameworks 
that might help de-mythicize the stereotypi-
cal idea of Santa Fe. One of them is Patricia 
Seed, whose 1996 monograph focused on 
European ceremonies of colonial possession 
applied in the Americas. Her Spanish chap-
ter unpacked the requerimiento, a highly re-
gulated protocol that Spaniard conquerors 
were obligated to perform when contacting 
indigenous groups (1996). Requerimientos 
worked as “declarations of domination” per 
Castilian legislative tradition, involving mea-
nings that had developed during 800 years 
of medieval territorial claims, accords, and 
conflicts against Al-Andalus. Seed deftly del-
ves into the details of this norm, its Islamic 
influences, its medieval evolution, and its im-
pacts on how colonialism was conceptuali-
zed by Castilian people taking elements from 
their Catholic and Hispanic-Islamic back-
ground. Although Seed approach has been 
expanded through more nuanced studies of 
requerimientos (Gómez-Rivas 2018) and wi-
der accounts of colonial urban legislation, her 
take on the transposition and transmutation 
of Iberian medieval mindsets during the first 
decades of the early modern period opened li-
nes of research worth exploring. This idea is 
also central to Ricardo Padrón’s The Spacious 
World (2004), a study looking closely at histo-
rical cartographies and written sources to de-
velop a better understanding of how colonial 
agents modified their own worldview to inclu-
de that new overseas landmass later known 
as “America”, seen for decades as a stran-
ge territory full of unknowns that was not 

even considered an independent continent 
until the late 16th century. In this monogra-
ph, Padrón explored the mental processes of 
Hernán Cortes through his personal corres-
pondence, identifying the weight of medieval 
Castilian culture on his accounts and ratio-
nalizations of his actions. Padrón also dedica-
ted valuable pages to explaining the historical 
complexities behind the very idea of “Spain” 
as a political space and its relationship with 
ancient Hispania as a heritage monopolized 
by Aragon and Castile during the last deca-
des of the Reconquista (2004: 111–112). Most 
global history authors would fall into the as-
sumption that Spain was, during this era, a 
cohesive entity rather than a problematic na-
tional identity, unclear until the 19th century 
and still debated. Thankfully, Padrón did not.

Even though the approaches of Seed and 
Padrón are not urban, their work mentions 
Santa Fe and discusses the implication of 
its existence, if not directly, at least through 
the extended impacts of Spanish urban plan-
ning. Their takes on the medieval roots of ear-
ly modern Spanish colonialism are complex 
and multidimensional, stressing spatial and 
territorial implications with potential appli-
cations to the study of ex novo settlements 
throughout the 16th century. Their explora-
tion of primary sources and early modern 
conceptual frameworks allows a more rigo-
rous understanding of history, far from abso-
lute considerations and generic, exchangeable 
premises. Their approaches facilitate the inte-
gration of Santa Fe’s latest historical findings 
made by local scholars, bringing them to bear 
on an international scholarly community 
that unfortunately still overuses stereotypi-
cal, shallow, and almost mythical depictions 
of Santa Fe’s role in the early modern period. 
More detailed depictions are needed, tackling 
the nuances of Santa Fe’s prototypical role, 
the innovations applied in its settling and for-
tification, and their connection to the impe-
rial Habsburg context as studied by scholars 
such as Jesús Escobar (2004, 2016, 2022) 
and Laura Fernández-González (2021). It 
is time for scholars to move away from the 
temptation of becoming cazadores de antece-
dentes, in Terán words, as oversimplification 
prevents rigorous findings from taking root.22 
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Notes
1.	 After the conquest of Granada, Ramiro 

López was put in charge of reinforcing the 
walled perimeter of the Alhambra, using 
D-shaped bastions similar to those in 
Santa Fe. These are considered some of the 
earliest modern defensive buildings in the 
Spanish Empire designed for the permanent 
placement of artillery (De Castro Fernández 
and Cuadrado Basas, 2012).

2.	 Representatives of the Spanish Crown 
who led military operations and held judi-
cial and administrative powers in the New 
World. This title had been in use since the 
medieval period under the complete formula 
adelantado de frontera, widely used in the 
Andalusian border since the 13th century.

3.	 At least six cities named Santa Fe located in 
New Mexico, Florida, Missouri, Tennessee, 
Texas, and California.

4.	 At least twelve cities named Santa Fe lo-
cated in Baja California, Chihuahua, 
Coahuila, Mexico City, Guanajuato, Jalisco, 
Michoacán, Nayarit, Nuevo León, Sinaloa, 
Sonora, and Veracruz.

5.	 At least three of them in La Habana, Isla de 
la Juventud, and Pinar del Río.

6.	 At least two of them in Colón and 
Ocotepeque.

7.	 At least two of them in Darién and Veraguas.
8.	 At least two of them: the capital Santa Fe de 

Bogotá and Santa Fe de Antioquía.
9.	 At least three of them in Falcón, Sucre, and 

Miranda.
10.	 At least four of them in Paraná, Minas 

Grais, Sao Paulo, and Tocantins.
11.	 At least one, Santa Fe de Yapacaní, in the 

Department of Santa Cruz.
12.	 At least one of them, part of Los Ángeles, 

in Biobio.
13.	 At least one of them, Santa Fe de la Vera 

Cruz.
14.	 The earliest of them are the fueros of Jaca 

(1076) and Estella/Lizarra (1077), both 
enacted by Sancho I, king of Aragon and 
Navarra (Bielza de Ory, 2003).

15.	 The urban typology of the plaza mayor is an 
Iberoamerican innovation that would not 
be implemented in European Hispanic do-
mains until much later in the 16th century. 
The correct use of this term has been widely 
discussed. Antonio Bonet Correa identified 
Valladolid’s plaza mayor (1561) as the first 
true public space of this kind in Castile 
(1978: 38).

16.	 It is not uncommon to find Santa Fe dated 
as 1490-1491, referring to when the royal 
encampment was settled, and even 1482, 
taking by mistake the starting date of the 
War of Granada as the same as the begin-
ning of the siege of Granada, which happe-
ned 8 years later.

17.	 Including those in Granada and other real-
ms within the Iberian Peninsula (García-
Arenal 2013, Vincent 2015).

18.	 Francisco García Pérez’s has expanded 
these arguments through his PhD disser-
tation Visiones de la No-Granada (2014) 
and his later publication Re-foundational 
Syncretism between Christianity and 
Islam: the Cartographies of the Grenadian 
Sacromonte, XVI and XVII centuries (2020).

19.	 Published in Spanish the year after by 
Gustavo Gili with the more ample title: 
Signos, símbolos, marcas, señales (Frutiger 
1981).

20.	 The Spanish translation was published 
by Gustavo Gili three years later (Rykwert 
1975).

21.	 First published in 1962 in Forum, the ar-
chitectural journal edited by Aldo van Eyck 
at the time. Its Spanish translation became 
available in 1985, while the English version 
is still distributed globally thanks to its 
1988 reprint by MIT Press (Rykwert 1985, 
1988).

22.	 This term appears in ‘La cuadrícula en la 
ciudad hispanoamericana’ (1994), where 
Terán criticized the spread of studies so-
lely focused over morphological genealogy. 
Terán’s latest work Atlas histórico del urba-
nismo español develops this same argument 
and expands it over a long durée narrative 
from pre-history to the 21st century (2023).
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