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It’s a sunny summer 
Sunday, and the Street 
of the Dead looks 
particularly lively as 
archaeologist David 
Carballo makes his 
way across. The broad 
thoroughfare cuts a 
one-and-a-quarter-
mile swath through the 
heart of the ancient 
Mesoamerican city of 
Teotihuacan, passing 
three monumental 
stone pyramids named 
after the sun, the moon, 
and the mythological 
Feathered Serpent, 
and gaggles of photo-
snapping tourists. 
About 30 miles 
northeast of Mexico 
City, Teotihuacan—or 
Teo, as archaeologists 
call it—is a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site 
and the most visited 
archaeological ruin 
in the Western 
Hemisphere. Today, 
as in ancient times, 
the center of Teo is a 
circus of commerce. 
One vendor hawks 
colorful clay whistles 
that trill a birdsong or 
rumble a jaguar’s growl. 
Another sells dangling 
pendants of serpents, 
skulls, plastic hearts, 
and peace signs. A group 
of friendly tourists 
stops Carballo, waggling 
their iPhones toward 
him, asking him to take 
their photo. They lean 
together, grinning from 
ear to ear, pyramids 
looming behind them. 

Carballo, a College 
of Arts & Sciences 
assistant professor of 
archaeology and the 

What the ruins 
of a pre-Aztec 
metropolis can 
teach us about 
today’s cities

By Barbara Moran  

A rare, life-size stone mask (facing page) was one of the surprise finds of 
David Carballo’s excavations in Teotihuacan. “Even poorer people in Teo 
lived pretty well,” Carballo says. “You can see why this city was a draw.”
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