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Alstudy on the modernity of urban planning illustrated in the Spanish colonial town
plans
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This research studied how the town planning was like in the Spanish colonial
period when many new towns were constructed and when the concept of “ town planning” was not yet
established, analyzing many town plans preserved in the General Archive of the Indies. The results of
this research provided a certain amount of knowledge in the European urban planning history research of
the early modern period. Considering the scientific findings in comparison with Japanese urban space,
this achievement also helped us to make international exchange through the invited lecture at the
University of Valladolid.
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Historically Spain had the
experience of many town planning in European
Renaissance period. It has been often pointed
out that among the colonial towns there is a
commonality in the town spatial structure with a
grid pattern surrounding the main square. This
study aims to organize how the scale of town
planning was captured as planning action for new
town in those days, examining the norms
referring to the land allocation that affect the
urban spatial structure in the early stage of the
Spanish colonial period.

As a conclusion, there were no specific norms
to induce the entire town layout in the early stage
of the Spanish colonial period, but it is pointed



out that there was a process of codification with
an emphasis on the "orderly” planned town since
early in the 16th century. Concretely the
regulations provide the idea that the town blocks
should be repeated in an orderly manner so that
town can continuously extend itself. Here the
key concept is the idea defining the repeated
form of town blocks by making an orderly town
nucleus in the first stage planning.

The order-oriented criterion is also expressed
in the concrete norms about land allocation and it
is obvious that the length unit “vara” became a
common unit for the standard land allocation.
Also a scale of a block, about 300 to 500 pies
(100 to 166 varas), is often seen in the norms
about the town’s nucleus planning. Besides, the
ideal scale for the town blocks indicated in the
Ordinances of Philip II is also 140-150 varas for
each side. Although the norms were arranged to
measure the territories using the same unit
between the colonies and the home country, the
scale of land allocation in the colonies is
distinctly-different from the scale in the home
country Spain.

Although there is no norm that refers to the
layout of the entire town, it is pointed out that
there was the development of norms providing
perspectives, on town planning incorporating
peculiar scale as described above, repeated layout
of town blocks, well-conceived planning
proactive of  town’s extension, and
standardization of plotting and unification of the
land allocation.  These perspectives form a
strong commonality found in town space
structure of the Spanish colonies. In other
words, these views found in the colonial norms
related to the land allocation in the early colonial
stage suggest that they became a key factor to
produce grid towns with a unique scale in
comparison with the urban development of the
home country.
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