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LOS ANGELES—Celebrating the bicentennial of Mexican independence, The Aztec Pantheon 

and the Art of Empire reveals a defining moment of cultural encounter. In the sixteenth 

century, European exploration and colonization in the Americas coincided with the 

Renaissance rediscovery of classical antiquity, and parallels were routinely drawn between two 

great empires—the Aztec and the Roman.  

The Aztec Pantheon and the Art of Empire, on view at the Getty Villa from March 24 

through July 5, 2010, represents the J. Paul Getty Museum’s first display of antiquities from 

outside the ancient Mediterranean as well as the first exhibition on the Aztec empire to be 

organized in Los Angeles. Masterworks of Aztec sculpture, largely from the collections of the 

Museo Nacional de Antropología and the Museo del Templo Mayor in Mexico City, are the 

point of departure for this exploration of the monumental art of empire. 

Xochipilli. Aztec, 1450–1521; found in 
Tlalmanalco. Basalt. Museo Nacional de 
Antropología, Mexico City, Mexico, 10-222116 
0/2.  CONACULTA-INAH-MEX © foto zabé. 
Reproduction authorized by the National Institute 
of Anthropology and History. 
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Among the most spectacular objects in the exhibition is a green porphyry sculpture 

from the Museo Nacional de Antropología depicting the decapitated head of the warrior 

goddess Coyolxauhqui, whose death at the hands of her brother, Huitzilopochtli, represents 

the origin myth of the Aztec people.  

The Florentine Codex—an iconic chronicle of Aztec culture and history from the 

Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana in Florence, Italy—returns to the “New World” for this 

exhibition for the first time in over four centuries and sets the stage for the comparison of the 

Aztec and Roman pantheons while images of classical gods and mythological figures from the 

collection of the Getty Museum will suggest cross-cultural approaches to the role of religion 

and art in empires. Books, maps, and other documents from the special collections of the 

Getty Research Institute document the reception of Aztec culture in Europe, and will also be 

presented in the exhibition.    

This exhibition was organized by the J. Paul Getty Museum in collaboration with the 

Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes (CONACULTA) and Instituto Nacional de 

Antropología e Historia (INAH).  The Aztec Pantheon and the Art of Empire is sponsored by 

JPMorgan Chase & Co. 

 

Themes of the Exhibition 

The Aztec Empire dominated central Mexico from 1460 to 1519, and tribute wealth 

poured into the capital city of Tenochtitlan (present-day Mexico City), enabling artists and 

architects to create works of remarkable sophistication on a monumental scale. Under the 

ninth emperor, Motecuhzoma II (familiarly known as Montezuma), the empire reached the 

peak of its size and power. When the Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés entered the Valley 

of Mexico in 1519, he witnessed one of the largest metropolises in the world at that time, a 

cityscape of towering pyramid-temples, floating gardens, and thriving markets. 

Motecuhzoma’s splendid island-capital appeared to the Spaniards like a dream, compared 

only to the fabled cities of Jerusalem, Carthage, and Rome.  

Confronting an astonishing civilization that found few precedents, Spanish 

conquistadors and missionaries frequently viewed Aztec culture through the prism of Greco-

Roman history, philosophy, and law. The conquistadors’ encounters with the civilizations of 

the Americas coincided with Renaissance Europe’s rediscovery of classical antiquity. To many 

Spaniards, the Aztecs were the Romans of the New World.  The Aztec Pantheon examines the 

unexpected contexts in which classicism prompted a dialogue between Mesoamerica and 
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Europe in the 1500s–1700s, when parallels were routinely drawn between two great empires, 

the Aztec and the Roman.  

Following Cortés’s defeat of Motecuhzoma II and the destruction of Tenochtitlan, the 

Franciscan missionary Bernardino de Sahagún compiled a history of Aztec civilization up to the 

conquest, known as the Florentine Codex. Sahagún identified the principal Aztec deities with 

their Roman counterparts: Huitzilopochtli is named otro Hercules (another Hercules), while 

Tezcatlipoca and Chicomecoatl were likened to Jupiter and Ceres. In this way, Sahagún and his 

native Aztec collaborators drew upon Greco-Roman mythology to assist Europeans in 

understanding Aztec religious beliefs. In the 18th century, scholars of comparative religion 

such as Bernard Picart identified the ancient Mesoamerican deity Quetzalcoatl with the 

Roman god Mercury, who was similarly associated with commerce and the wind.  

“Although Greco-Roman and Aztec cultures are distinct historical phenomena, and 

developed in isolation from one another, Europeans applied familiar frames of reference to a 

New World that was largely unfathomable,” explains J. Paul Getty Museum Antiquities 

Curator Claire Lyons. “Bringing these monumental cult statues, reliefs, and votive artifacts to 

Los Angeles and showing them in the Roman ambiance of the Getty Villa offers an incredible 

chance to explore a little-known episode of cultural analogy: the dialogue between the Old 

and the New Worlds that was sparked in the age of exploration, carried forward during the 

Enlightenment, and which continues to be informative in the present.” 

John Pohl, exhibition co-curator and UCLA professor, adds, “I’m thrilled to have 

helped bring this exhibition to Los Angeles, a city with such a significant historical connection 

to the nation of Mexico and its people.  It’s long overdue and provides a unique occasion for a 

major institution like the Getty not only to recognize the sophistication of Aztec art, but to 

present it alongside the great artistic traditions of Greece and Rome.”  

The Aztec Pantheon and the Art of Empire is co-curated by Claire L. Lyons, curator of 

antiquities, J. Paul Getty Museum, and John M. D. Pohl, adjunct professor of art history, 

UCLA. 

The exhibition is part of Los Angeles’s celebration of the 2010 bicentennial of Mexico’s 

independence and the centennial of the Mexican revolution.  In a citywide effort, several 

other cultural institutions, including the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, the Museum of 

Latin American Art in Long Beach, UCLA’s Fowler Museum, and the Autry National Center of 

the American West will also develop exhibitions and programming in honor of the 

bicentennial. 
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Publication and Related Events 

Accompanying the exhibition is an illustrated companion volume, The Aztec Pantheon 

and the Art of Empire, co-authored by John Pohl and Claire Lyons, which describes Aztec 

culture and cosmology, and the reciprocal consequences of European contact with New Spain.  

In conjunction with the exhibition, a major international symposium, “Altera Roma: Art 

and Empire from the Aztecs to New Spain,” co-organized by the Getty Villa and the Cotsen 

Institute of Archaeology at UCLA, will be held at the Getty Villa on April 30 and at UCLA on 

May 1, 2010. International scholars will address historical analogies drawn between the 

Aztecs and ancient Rome, the production of Sahagún's Florentine Codex, and comparative 

approaches to the archaeology of empires. 

In addition to the conference, a rich program of events including concerts, theater, 

lectures, family programs, adult education courses, and curatorial tours is planned. Enhancing 

the exhibition, an audio tour narrates the stories behind 15 of the most significant objects in 

the exhibition. An interactive feature, available in-gallery and online, will allow visitors to 

explore the imagery and religious significance of two Aztec sculptures from the exhibition in 

depth. A permanent exhibition website in both Spanish and English, as well as extensive 

programming in both Spanish and English, is designed to extend access to international 

audiences (see related events press release).   

# # # 
 
 
About Chase 
Chase is the U.S. consumer and commercial banking business of JPMorgan Chase & Co. (NYSE: JPM), 
which operates more than 5,100 branches and 15,000 ATMs nationally under the Chase brand. Chase 
has 146 million credit cards issued and serves consumers and small businesses through bank branches, 
ATMs and mortgage offices as well as through relationships with auto dealerships and schools and 
universities. More information about Chase is available at www.chase.com. 

 

 

MEDIA CONTACT:   Beth Brett 
    Getty Communications 
    310-440-6473 
    bbrett@getty.edu 
 
The J. Paul Getty Trust is an international cultural and philanthropic institution devoted to the visual 
arts that features the J. Paul Getty Museum, the Getty Research Institute, the Getty Conservation 
Institute, and the Getty Foundation. The J. Paul Getty Trust and Getty programs serve a varied audience 
from two locations:  the Getty Center in Los Angeles and the Getty Villa in Malibu.  
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Visiting the Getty Villa  
The Getty Villa is open Wednesday through Monday, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. It is closed Tuesday and major 
holidays. Admission to the Getty Villa is always free.  A ticket is required for admission.  Tickets can be 
ordered in advance, or on the day of your visit, at www.getty.edu/visit or at (310) 440-7300.   Parking 
is $15 per car, but free after 5pm for evening events. Groups of 15 or more must make reservations by 
phone.  For more information, call 310-440-7300 (English or Spanish); 310-440-7305 (TTY line for the 
deaf or hearing impaired).  The Getty Villa is at 17985 Pacific Coast Highway, Pacific Palisades, 
California. 
 
Additional information is available at www.getty.edu.  
Sign up for e-Getty at www.getty.edu/subscribe to receive free monthly highlights of events at the Getty 
Center and the Getty Villa via e-mail, or visit www.getty.edu for a complete calendar of public program. 

 
 


