
Scott Gentling writes...

My first sight of Mexico City was in 1971 as a passenger in a small private plane 

descending through a violent thunderstorm, buffeted by rain and air currents and terrified, 

hoping like the other passengers, that it didn’t show. My brother Stuart, who had been 

here before, offered his seat as co-pilot for my first view of the valley. As I climbed 

forward and buckled my seat belt, to my left an opening appeared in the clouds perfectly 

framing the dark grey eminence of Popocatepetl. Ahead, spread out before me, lay the 

entire city of Mexico from Tepeyac in the north to the lakes of Xochimilco in the south. 

We were heading in from the northeast and I saw it all.

When we landed, the rain had stopped. Large puddles on the tarmac reflected the stormy 

skies above. When I stepped out, I felt something strangely enchanting and familiar - a 

kind of knowing. It was an excitement that lives with me still. I looked toward a small 

hill not far away (Tepetzingo), turned to Stuart and said, “That place is important, but 

don’t ask me how I know it.”

That was the beginning of another even more extraordinary journey. Just before that trip 

I had re-read Bernal Diaz’s eye witness account of the Conquest of Mexico which was 

already influencing my interests away from my studies of the Maya. Nothing in that 

work affected me more than his famous observation:

“During the morning we arrived at a broad causeway ... And when we saw so 

many cities and villages built in the water and other great towns on dry land and 

that straight and level causeway going towards Mexico, we were amazed and said 

it was like the enchantments they tell of in the legend of Amadis on account of the 

great towers and [temples] and buildings rising from the water and all built of

masonry. And some of our soldiers even asked whether the things we saw were

not a dream ...”



Even as I stood for the first time in the Zocalo, the great central plaza of Mexico City, on 

that evening of my arrival, I thought I could almost see the temples, which had once 

stood in the sacred precinct nearby. Although I had been thinking about it for some time, 

that evening kindled my enthusiasm about the possibility that I might use my skills as an 

artist to recapture some of the vanished splendors of the ancient city. To be honest, I 

wasn’t thinking of a public audience. I simply wanted to see them for myself.

I don’t know if that night in the Zocalo qualified as an epiphany but its impact was 

compelling. Thank heavens I had no idea what labors lay ahead or the gulf of ignorance 

that separated us from our goal. I knew almost from the beginning that in order to depict 

the temples, palaces, markets, and gardens of Tenochtitlan I would have to build them. 

To give you some idea of how long I have been engaged in model building, my first one, 

that of an Aztec house at Chiconautla excavated in the 1940’s, was begun during the 

Watergate hearings.

Stuart had been studying Aztec language and religion since 1965 when, as a student at the 

University of Texas School of Law, he spent all his free time at the UT Tower library, 

copying by hand a rare book of Nahuatl grammar. He was already more familiar with the 

Aztec gods and religion than I was but seemed less knowledgeable as to the layout and 

orientation of Tenochtitlan as an island city. Both of us were familiar, however, with 

Ignacio Marquina’s splendid model of the Templo Mayor, but even then my brother and I 

were beginning to have doubts about the Marquina plan.

On the morning following my first visit to the Zocalo, we compared Marquina’s model to 

the plan of the Templo Mayor done in the 1930’s by Ignacio Alcocer. Which we saw in 

the Museum of the City of Mexico. Stuart was intrigued by how it differed from the 

symmetrical building arrangement offered by Marquina’s model.

By the sheerest good luck Stuart had in 1963 seen and even explored the excavations 

being carried out at the nearby great religious precinct of Tlatelolco - a rival city of 

Tenochtitlan. He had never forgotten that the buildings he saw there were anything but



symmetrically laid out. They were in fact often clustered together like the structures in 

Alcocer’s plan. Thus the seeds of doubt had been sown about Marquina’s model, the 

“official” version of the Templo Mayor, early in our studies. In our search to find a more 

believable model we were forced to learn all we could about the nature of Aztec religion 

and ceremonial practices. My model of the Templo Mayor is still a work in progress and 

probably always will be. Though subject to change as we learn more, I believe my model 

better illustrates the function of the Templo Mayor as described by the early chroniclers 

Sahagun, Duran, Tezozomoc and others, than any yet constructed.

A final note: the paintings and drawings in this exhibition represent only the beginning 

of our efforts. The demands of our careers as artists seem to allow less time for Aztec 

/a studies there days and the painting of Aztec subjects is very time consuming and, frankly, 

» expensive. However, the many years I spent on my models has paid off handsomely.

Having beheld them in sunlight, their images have been burned into my visual memory is 

such a vivid way that I feel I have actually seen the very buildings of the ancient city. In 

no other way would I have been able to observe and capture in paint the thousand 

subtleties of shadows and reflected lights and colors that so impressed the Spanish 

conquerors.

Scott Gentling

Ft. Worth, Texas

Dec. 30, 2002
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List of figures and captions

Page 2 (inside cover). Figure 1. Temple of the Death Goddess, interior. Watercolor.

Page 4-5. Figure 2. The eastern side of the Templo Mayor as seen behind the

Teotlalpan (ancestral cactus garden) and the temple of Mixcoati (ancestral culture hero).

Oil.

Page 6 -7. Figure 3. Gate of Xoloco, where Motecuhzoma first met with Cortes and his

soldiers. The Templo Mayor is visible in the distance. Oil.

Page 8. Figure 4. A photo of the Gentling model of the Sacred Precinct, looking

northeast.

Page 9. Figure 5. A drawing from Sahagun’s manuscript, the Codex Matritense. Scholars

think it represents the Sacred Precinct.

Page 9. Figure 6. The central portion of the “Nuremburg Map,” included in a letter from

Cortes to Charles V.

Page 9. Figure 7. Scott Gentling’s remake of the Nuremburg Map, showing the central

portion flipped. Note the small grid with animals representing the zoo in both drawings.

Page 11. Figure 8. A hypothetical plan of the north-central portion of the Sacred

Precinct, from Scott Gentling’s Orange Notebook.

Page 12-13. Figure 9. A View of the Sacred Precinct looking east. Watercolor.

Page 13. Figure 10. A View of Motecuhzoma H’s palace from the Temple of

Tezcatlipoca. Watercolor.



Page 14. Figure 11. Cincalco, Altar of the Cihuateteo, goddesses of earth, fertility, and 

childbirth. Watercolor.

Page 15. Figure 12. An Aztec Palace and its Garden. Watercolor.

Page 15. Figure 13. A Cuicacalli, a Celebration Room in a Palace. Watercolor.

Page 16. Figure 14. A Patio Shared by Prosperous Aztec Families. Watercolor.

Page 16. Figure 15. Teopan Canal, Tenochtitlan. Watercolor.

Page 17. Figure 16. View of Tlatelolco from Tenochtitlan (detail). Watercolor.

Page 18. Figure 17. The Gentlings created a costume for a ceramic figure of Ehecatl- 

Quetzalcoatl. Feathers, skin, gold leaf, stones, and paint.

Page 20. Figure 18. Mountain Scene on Cortes’ March from Cholula to Mexico. Pen and 

ink drawing.

Page 21. Figure 19. Shrine of the Goddess Toci inside the Xoloco Gate to Tenochtitlan. 

Pen and ink drawing.

Page 22. Figure 20. Head of Tlaltecuhtli, an earth deity. Charcoal.

Page 22. Figure 21. Underside of a Rattlesnake Sculpture. Charcoal.

Page 23. Figure 22. Central courtyard of Motecuhzoma Il’s Palace. Oil.

Page 24. Figure 23. Portrait of Cortes (lived 1485 — 1547). Watercolor.
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Page 24. Figure 24. Portrait of Cuauhtemoc, the last Aztec emperor (reigned 1520 - 

1525). Watercolor.

Page 25. Figure 25. The Templo Mayor of Tenochtitlan. On the left, the Huey 

Tzompantli obscured part of the Temple of Tlaloc. On the right is the Temple of 

Huitzilopochtli. Watercolor.

Page 26 - 27. Figure 26. Spanish Brigantine at the Fortress of Acachinango, during the 

siege of Tenochtitlan. Watercolor.
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