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ABSTRACT 

Transpositions CU 

by 

Nathan Glenn Smith 

The demarcations of territorial urban isms have not embedded within 

themselves with the potential to negotiate in the city-to-come. Transpositions CU 

considers the UNAM's Ciudad Universitaria (Mexico City) as a point of departure 

regarding the question of a delineated project's continuation within a city or larger 

national/political context. Do we abandon wholly past modalities or does our 

work operate, even if parasitically so, as an extension of present configurations 

and urban/infrastructural situations, anticipating the next move and abandoning 

the stabilization of histories and subject positions? 
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fig. 1 Ciudad Universitaria, original master plan, 1954. 

fig. 2 CU, aerial looking south along Avenida 
lnsurgentes, circa 1953. 

fig. 3 Tenochtitlan, Valley of Mexico, circa 1530. 
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The Ciudad Universitaria of the 
National Autonomous University of 
Mexico was inaugurated in 1954 in 
a then remote site of Mexico City 
to formulate an operative vision 
for an administration seeking 
precise ideas and models for the 
country's direction in a modern 
capitalist world, a vision shored up 
by a unifying view of its people in 
a problematic history. 

The design of the CU in its initial 
conception was that of a figure in 
an open site lying 12km south of 
the city center. Sited on a volcanic 
ruin linked to the destruction of the 
pre-Aztec settlement of Cuicuilco, 
the CU's one existing connection 
to the infrastructure of Mexico 
City to the north is that of Avenida 
lnsurgentes, which bisects the 
campus' figure between the 
Olympic Stadium and the formal 
entry to the central campus (figs. 
11 2). 

This singular connection recalls 
this image ofTenochtitlan as found 
by the Spanish in the early 16th 
century for it's obvious relation to 
the historicizing aspects of the CU 
project (fig. 3). 



fig . 5 Central Library under 
construction. 

fig . 7 mural details 
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fig. 6 mural detail 

The architectural devices of the UNAM campus, as they were to attempt this vast 
reconciliation of historical contradictions, were to figure what would soon be, in 
light of the growing global forces and pressures, a new country of new Mexicans 
bound together in a common past and adopting modern notions of progress with 
a stabilized identity and nationalist edge. 
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In the same decade as the CU's inauguration, Mexico City began to explode into 
what we now know as one of the world's most sprawling and informal metropolises. 
As the city expanded to occupy UNAM's once privileged site-in-the-round, CU 
became a kind of formwork in the negative, its once unsuspect edges crystallizing 
into radical disjunctures, its figure being challenged in unforeseen ways (from the 
inside and out) that put into question its epistemic project. 



fig. 12 Filosofia/Derecho building, circa 1953. 

fig. 13 Filosofia/Derecho building, 2005. 
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The CU's scripted relationship to its exterior was nullified by an extension of the 
expanding city's infrastructure, which populated the unsuspecting campus edges 
in 1983. This shift undid that specific campus/city separation. 

fig . 17 fig . 18 
Accumulation 1: Copilco Site 
fig. 19 

figs. 17-18. Campus entry as it has developed near the Copilco metro stop. The 
campus deploys a wall to negotiate with the informal city pushing to its edge. 

Accumulation 2: Metro Universidad Site 

fig.21 

fig . 20 Metro Universidad: the back-door of CU, through an accumulation of tents 
and chain link. 
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fig . 22 

fig . 23 fig.24 
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Ciudad Universitaria, entre los 
aportes mayores al arte mundial 

fig . 25 
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fig . 26 

The original campus design had as its sole connection to Mexico City the zone 
containing the Rectoria tower (administration) and the Central Library, the 
monumental core of the project most involved in positing the subject position sought 
by the national administration of the early 1950s. CU's original connection to the 
city is today fading into a passive iconic state. May the architecture be extended 
to meet the city-to-come? 
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The proposed extension of the Metro-Bus will reconnect the population with the 
epistemic core of the central campus. 
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The 7.3 km2 CU extended, bisected along lnsurgentes by the Metro-Bus 
extension and new programmatic interlay. 
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Existing Connection with Avenida lnsurgentes 

Proposed Connection 

fig . 30 

Reinstatement of the lnsurgentes site requires a rethinking of its positioning within 
the activity of exchange with the campus. The disconnect of the original configu
ration and the concentration of all vehicular circulation exchanges at the "entry" is 
unfolded and dropped to ground level, where the street meets the campus and its 
new programmatic entities. 
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fig.32 

Physical models were used to study ways to erode and populate the existing entry 
plaza adjoining lnsurgentes and the Rectoria tower, leading to a strategy that 
uses mediating surfaces to collect the site's disparities and create zones for the 
extension of the university (and city) program in a new in-between zone. 
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The programmatic make-up of the project negotiates between territories. The park 
space of the campus' interior extends to create a new slab of student housing, all 
accessed from the slightly ramping surface. At street level, the program oscillates 
between speculative spaces for diners and retail to new spaces for the UNAM 
bookstore and an extension to the M UCA gallery. 
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fig.38 

fig. 39 


