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Monumental Art of the Assyrian Empire: Dynamics of Composition Styles 
Pauline Albenda 

The time of the Assyrian empire was a period of immense creative activity. This study sets 
forth the achievements of Assyria in the visual arts and focuses upon the stone reliefs that 
were originally placed along the lower walls of chambers in the royal residences. It traces 
the characteristics of pictorial design that evolved, from traditional methods of representation 
to compositions that impart a sense of newness. The respective arrangements of subject mat- 
ter into whole patterns or compositions derive from five basic schemes or stylistic prefer- 
ences: activity, symmetry, centrality, triangularity, dimensionality. Each scheme is defined 
and discussed separately. Individual works of art are singled out as exemplars of the prefer- 
red composition style and for the innovative aspects of their design. 
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PREFACE 

In ancient times Assyria shared in the history, religion, and culture of Mesopotamia, a region 
that was part of the vast geographical area of the ancient Near East. The interaction of human 
experiences and the exchange of ideas among the peoples of Mesopotamia largely influenced the 
concrete forms of Assyrian art works. This explains why the Assyrian artistic style seems to rep- 
licate the standard models of representation and design common throughout Mesopotamia. Despite 
the apparent similarities with traditional types, individual Assyrian works of art displayed dis- 
tinctive qualities from the beginning, and innovative trends evolved in works of later date. Un- 
fortunately, artifactual sources do not furnish sufficient data by which those trends can be traced 
in a continuous pattern. 

Fortunately, large quantities of works of art datable to the period of the Assyrian empire (ninth 
to seventh centuries B.C.E.) were excavated as a result of archaeological exploration. Many of 
these art works consist of stone wall reliefs that are oftentimes colossal in scale and outstanding 
for their intrinsic qualities. The extensive assemblages of wall reliefs found at different sites show 
that the time of the Assyrian empire was a period of immense creative activity that reached into 
new realms of representation and complexity in the visual arts. Wall painting and sculpture-in-the- 
round from the same period, however, sometimes relied upon artistic formulas that differed from 
those of the wall reliefs. Thus they deserve to be studied as independent subjects. 

In the mid-nineteenth century European interest in the art and culture of Assyria was sparked 
by several remarkable discoveries made at the modern sites of Khorsabad (ancient Dur-Sharru- 
kin), Nimrud (ancient Kalhu), and Nineveh. At these places the pioneer excavators-the French- 
men Paul Emile Botta and Victor Place and the Englishman Austen Henry Layard-uncovered 
ancient edifices containing massive walls lined with large limestone slabs on which were carved 
mythical creatures and scenes of warfare and related events. A new history and a new art was 
suddenly revealed. It was soon learned that the huge structures with their wondrous carved dec- 
orations were the remains of palaces of the kings who reigned during the Assyrian empire. 

From the outset the pictorial record on the Assyrian wall reliefs was thought to be an inter- 
esting illustration of the historical books of the Hebrew Bible. But there was an important dis- 
tinction: the scenes on the reliefs, together with the historical record, were judged to be dry 
narratives of military events of little importance except to those immediately concerned with them 
and lacking, according to Layard, in the "most sublime of moral lessons" (1853:631-632). His 
pronouncement signaled an attitude toward the Assyrian wall reliefs that denied them any intrinsic 
significance beyond their immediate worth as representations of the visible world of despotic 
Assyrian rulers. 

More objective is the sentiment reflected in the important study of H. A. Groenewegen-Frank- 
fort, who analyzes the problem of space-time characteristics in the art of Egypt, Mesopotania, 
and Crete. Her assessment of the narrative scenes on the Assyrian reliefs is that they lack the 
religious character of older Mesopotamian art, they never transcend the purely episodic, and they 
are devoid of symbolic quality (1951 : 180-1 8 1). 

Another scholar, Anton Moortgat, considers the heroic-historical aspect of Assyrian rulership 
"to remain of the greatest importance to Assyrian art to the end of its history" (1969: 130-133). 
Furthermore, he singles out one important trend in the style of Assyrian art in the Late Period 
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(Neo-Assyrian) which effected its progress: the integration of architecture and the pictorial arts. 
This last observation established a new direction for the study of Assyrian art and architecture 
which has still to be fully explored. A related subject which deserves serious study is to under- 
stand how individual workshops and master architects, artisans, and craftsmen responded to the 
challenges imposed upon them for the construction of the monumental edifices and the production 
of associated art works (see the remarks of Ann C. Gunter 1990). 

In his analysis of the art of the Assyrian wall reliefs Barthel Hrouda distinguishes two prin- 
ciples of compositional styles. They are the dynamic and the static-the rhythmical form and 
strict symmetry-applied to narrative scenes and religious or cultic scenes, respectively (1965: 
286-290). Recent scholarship on the arts of Assyria has expanded into other aspects of their 
creation and aesthetic significance (Winter 1995), and new areas of study have been undertaken, 
particularly for the period of the Assyrian empire. Publication of these scholarly endeavors in- 
clude the cataloging of specific art types and subject matter, the study of material culture de- 
rived from representations in the works of art, the critical analysis of specific works of art, the 
interpretation of the art within its historical context, and the interconnection of art styles and the 
transmission of art works between Assyria and its neighbors. Future discoveries resulting from 
systematic excavations, as well as chance finds, may modify and enlarge our knowledge of and 
enhance our appreciation for the visual arts of the Assyrian empire. 

The present volume aims at setting forth the achievements of Assyria in the visual arts and fo- 
cuses upon the monumental stone reliefs that originally lined the lower portion of walls of the 
Assyrian palaces. It traces the characteristics of Assyrian pictorial design that evolved, during the 
Late Period, from traditional methods of representation to compositions that impart a sense of 
newness. In addition, the work considers whether, beneath the overwhelming display of religious 
and descriptive themes with their obvious messages, the ideas expressed in the images may have 
also included subtle meanings pertaining to the individual Assyrian king and his time. 

The present study is essentially empirical; that is, the analysis proceeds from the work of art 
itself. This approach is due primarily to the sparse contemporaneous documentation available con- 
cerning the thoughts of master Assyrian artists with regard to their craft, and to the brief de- 
scriptions of the wall decorations given in the royal inscriptions and in letters to Assyrian kings. 
How the monumental stone reliefs of the Assyrian palaces were conceived, designed, and com- 
pleted can best be understood by reviewing the relevant archaeological data and by examining the 
extant art works presently housed in museums and those restored to their original positions at the 
excavated sites. 

Some Assyrian wall reliefs unearthed during the various campaigns of exploration were left in 
situ and exposed to the elements, reburied, or destroyed; many of those art works, however, were 
recorded in drawings made by competent draftsmen at the time of their discovery in the nine- 
teenth century, and still others were photographed, once this medium became available. The 
drawings and photographs are preserved in the archives of several major institutes (The British 
Museum, London; the Bibliothbque de 1'Institut de France, Paris; The Oriental Institute, Chi- 
cago). Although secondary to the actual art objects, these resource materials in many instances 
are our only source of information regarding the original appearance of the sculptures and their 
architectural settings. Thus they furnish invaluable documentation and must be included in the 
study of the monumental art of Assyria. A selection of Assyrian wall reliefs and original draw- 
ings is reproduced in the present volume through the courtesy of the Trustees of the British 
Museum, the Musee du Louvre, and by permission of the Bibliothbque de 191nstitut de France. 
Schematic line drawings are by the author. 



I. METHODS AND PRINCIPLES OF ASSYRIAN ART 

Throughout the period of Assyrian ascendancy in the first millennium B.C.E. its kings, the 
foremost patrons of the arts, were able to assemble from different regions of Assyria proper and 
from conquered territories the large numbers of laborers, stone masons, and craftsmen required 
for the extensive royal building programs. Among the work forces were competent artists and 
skilled sculptors, some of whom may have been schooled in workshops associated with the royal 
bureaucracy. The avenues of creativity which these persons could explore were encumbered by 
several factors, among which were (1) the conceptual and perceptual expressions of art previously 
fixed as fundamental; (2) the restrictive themes chosen for ther art works; and (3) the extent to 
which individual inventiveness could flourish within the regulated royal workshops. Nonetheless, 
the remarkable variety of pictorial compositions found on the wall reliefs and the technical ex- 
pertise exhibited in many of those works attest to the vitality of artistic production. 

The decorative programs devised for the Assyrian wall reliefs come mainly from the excavated 
palaces of four kings in Assyria proper (Fig. 1). They are the Northwest Palace of Ashurnasir- 
pal I1 (883-859) at Nimrud, the palace of Sargon 11 (721-705) at Khorsabad, and the Southwest 
Palace of Sennacherib (704-681) and the North Palace of Ashurbanipal (668-627), both at Nin- 
eveh. Sculptured works associated with the palace decorations of Shalmaneser I11 (858-824), 
Tiglath-pileser I11 (744-727) and Esarhaddon (680-669) have been recovered at Nimrud as iso- 
lated or in situ incomplete finds; thus their original placements within the intended decorative 
schemes are not always assured. 

Methods 

System of decoration. In planning for the carved wall decorations of the Assyrian palace, a 
standardized system was formulated early on, around the ninth century. This system established 
the kinds of decorative motifs that were appropriate for various walls in a hierarchical ar- 
rangement. The system also served as a means to articulate the visual displays with select features 
of the architecture. The standardized system consisted of three categories of subject matter, each 
restricted to a specific location in relation to the subject matter. Furthermore, the division of 
subject matter into three categories was consistent with the intended meanings given to each en- 
tity: 

A. Mythical creatures lined the lateral walls of entranceways and the framing walls of impor- 
tant doorways. Winged human-headed bulls and lions (aladlarnmu/larnassu/~t?du), winged and 
wingless genies (apkallu), and other hybrid guardian figures were set up along the entranceways 
as protectors of the immediate and distant spatial areas through which one had to pass (see Kolbe 
198 1; Madhloom 1970:94-117; Wiggermann 1992). 

B. Heraldic designs about five meters in height were set up in two known places: the main ex- 
terior surface of the massive wall surrounding the palace complex and the exterior surface of the 
courtyard wall leading to the throne room. The colossal heraldic design (Fig. 2) was composed 
of three contiguous blocks on which appeared a human figure grasping a lion-in the ninth cen- 
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tury possibly a winged genie without a lion-flanked by winged animals standing back to back 
(see Albenda 1986: 101-102; Paley and Sobolewski 1992: 17-20). The heraldic design was the 
symbol of Assyrian rulership and, as such, identified the center of that rule, the royal abode. 

C. Religious themes and narrative scenes were carved on stone slabs, about three meters in 
height, that lined all the lower parts of the walls of the chambers and courtyards belonging to the 
royal residence. The narrative scenes were pictorial versions of events pertaining to the king's 
reign, and these subjects were suitable for the public and residential suites of the palace complex. 

Procedure and technique. The carving of the subject matter was preceded by the positioning 
of the limestone and marble slabs shaped as rectangular blocks. The slabs were carved with low 
plinths and placed against the mud brick walls of the building in a continuous line. Metal clamps 
and dovetails secured the stones to one another and projecting rods of wood or metal secured 
them to the wall. The huge animal sculptures in high relief were probably partially carved before 
they were set up in important entranceways (see Russell 1991:Figs.54,59-61). A task that may 
have preceded the permanent positioning of the stone slabs was the carving of the standard royal 
inscription on their reverse side (see AndrB-Salvini 1995). Once the slabs were positioned against 
the walls the subject matter on the obverse side was outlined, followed by the carving of the pic- 
torial designs and the cuneiform inscriptions which oftentimes accompanied them. 

The integrity of the brick wall surface was maintained on the carved slabs lining the same walls 
by depicting subject matter in high or low relief against a flat background. On occasion, patterned 
motifs representing land- or seascape elements filled portions of the stone surface as a backdrop 
without, however, detracting from the essential flatness of the stone. It should be noted that, 
visually, the colossal animal and anthropomorphic figures carved in high relief do not appear to 
be attached to the stone slabs lining the wall; rather, they seem to emerge from the stone while 
suggesting that their forms continue behind the surface (Ill. 1). This phenomenon derives from 
the distinctive manner of modeling the whole figure, in which the various carved shapes that 
make LIP the figure fit into a layered or stepped pattern, from high relief at the front to shallow 
relief at the point of contact with the background surface, leaving the far side of the figure only 
partially exposed. 

The technique adopted for the depictions of subject matter on stone was the use of line render- 
ing, to which were added surface modeling and decorative pattern. This technique, in which indi- 
vidual subjects are outlined and raised from the background, incorporated the knowledge of the 
effect of natural light upon linear forms. Indeed, the sculptors of the Assyrian wall reliefs rec- 
ognized the importance of light as an adjunctrto the art work, especially for the stone reliefs set 
up in entranceways or along the walls of open courtyards. The entry of sunlight into roofed 
chambers was probably facilitated by clerestory windows located in the upper sections of the 
walls. 

Bright daylight brought into sharp focus the contours, patterns, and subtle modeling associated 
with the art work, while the addition of light from oil lamps and accents of pigment (blue, red, 
black, white) enhanced specific features. Colossal sculptures in high relief were delineated by 
deep shadows that made these art works readily visible from afar (see Chevalier and Lavedrine 
1994:frontis.,Figs.2,10-13). Narrative compositions depicting subjects on a human scale were 
carved in low relief and the fine linear shadows formed by the available light made these scenes 
readily visible at close range. The viewer of the wall reliefs, as he passed by, must have been 
overwhelmed by the colossal sculptures and awed by the huge figural subjects. Still, the same 
person had to pause and then proceed steadily along, in order to better examine and contemplate 
the many narrative displays that decorated the walls of the royal residence. 
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Principles 

Principles of design. The planning and organization of the Assyrian wall reliefs relied upon 
four principles of design. They are (1) horizontal alignment; (2) self-containment; (3) progressive 
distancing; (4) descriptive clarity. These four principles were generally integrated in a particular 
work of art, and in mural-type compositions one or more of these principles sometimes took on 
greater importance: 

(1) Special consideration was given to the horizontal alignment of the art works. This objective 
was accomplished by establishing one height for all the blocks that belonged to the same unit of 
decoration. Consequently, in all the rooms of the royal residence containing narrative themes, 
the blocks lining the walls were the same height. The principle of the horizontal alignment ex- 
tended to the decorations of the stone surface. Religious and descriptive themes in one register 
reached to the height of the stone slab and emphasized a horizontal direction. Narrative scenes 
were arranged into two registers of equal height, one above the other, but separated by a broad 
band containing the standard royal inscription. The registers and band stretched across one or 
more walls of the same chamber. 

This method of handling the stone surface established a unifying effect for the visual displays, 
and was essential, since within the registers were independent compositions aligned alongside one 
another. The three-part horizontal division of the stone surface was characteristic in the ninth and 
eighth centuries. Later, in the seventh century, the band of royal inscription disappeared and the 
entire stone surface was devoted to the narrative compositions. In some instances the number of 
registers increased, while in others the registers were subsumed into the design to create a huge 
mural. To a large extent the principle of the horizontal alignment influenced the compositional 
styles that were designed for the palace wall reliefs. 

(2) The principle of self-containment was fundamental for Assyrian decorative schemes. Com- 
positions were designed to be complete or finite; generally, the beginning and the end of a scene 
were indicated through pose, direction, context, or a combination of these features. An isolated 
image was drawn in its entirety. In was never cut off by the horizontal or vertical margins of a 
con~position, nor by the physical limits of a stone slab; in the latter instance the image was 
completed on the adjoining slab. When overlapping occurred, however, visual logic was follow- 
ed, and priority of the complete image was given to the figure assumed to be closest to the viewer 
(see Czichon 1992: 118 ff.). Individual images with hierarchical rank (e.g., Assyrian king, Assyr- 
ian soldier) were sometimes depicted on a scale larger than other subjects in the same scene, and 
oftentimes were situated in the foreground of the composition. Perceptual logic was followed 
where a figure was shown partially hidden within a mechanical contrivance or architectural unit 
as, for example, a chariot or walled town. 

(3) The foreground was established by the baseline, which was either the lowermost part of a 
stone slab exposed to view or the lower band of a defined register. In one-register compositions 
showing larger-than-life-size figures, the baseline was actually a platform of shallow depth, raised 
from the background. The platform represented the ground upon which all figures stood. The 
depth of the platform increased markedly for the colossal animal and anthropomorphic figures 
that were set up in entranceways. Concomitantly, the frontal parts of those modeled subjects usu- 
ally extended beyond the outer limit of the platform. The baseline was not always easy to define 
in narrative scenes where broad vistas were depicted. The designers of these compositions, how- 
ever, understood and applied the fundamental principle of progressive distancing adapted to a flat 
surface. Thus the baseline, equivalent to the frontal picture plane, was located in the lower area 
of the scene, whereas the distant picture plane was located in the upper area of the scene. In 
effect, the visual reading of a panoramic scene is from bottom to top-that is, from near to far. 
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Perceptually, the baseline was important for the depictions of figures.An image aligned perpen- 
dicularly to the baseline or to terrain anchored to the baseline reinforced the notion of its balance 
or stability. An image that deviated from the perpendicular and at the same time was disconnected 
from the baseline or terrain appeared imbalanced and unstable, as, for example, a person falling 
from above. Transitory action, in which stability had to be maintained, necessitated the image 
to be posed with the least amount of turned or twisted movement. Where bodily movement result- 
ed in an unusual pose, as, for example, a person falling backward to the ground, the image was 
shown to be unstable. The principle of stability and instability-strength and weakness-as per- 
ceived in Assyrian art explains the seemingly rigid or standardized poses given to the variety of 
images associated with the Assyrians. These poses are in contrast to the many differentiated poses 
of foes and their animals during battle, and wild animals in scenes describing the royal hunt. 

(4) The pictorial designs of the Assyrian wall reliefs relied upon the principle of descriptive 
clarity. Figural subjects and landscape elements were selected for their relative importance in a 
scene and artfully arranged into a composition that described an event or expressed an idea that 
was understood by those who viewed the art work. Panel-type compositions show a limited num- 
ber of figural motifs or images that fit into a well-defined rectangular area of stone surface. In 
scenes of this type a once-depicted image may signify several or many of the same kind, as, for 
example, the isolated figure of an Assyrian soldier or a tree. In those instances the image was 
recognized as a sign or ideogram. Therefore, in order to better grasp the intended meaning of 
a scene, a mental distinction had to be made between what is an ideogram and what is a specific 
feature, as, for example, the Assyrian king or a city under siege. 

The ideogram was less effective in compositions expanded into a continuous frieze where the 
same or similar figural motifs increased numerically and oftentimes were aligned side by side. 
The ideogram disappeared in compositions showing vistas that originally filled large portions of 
wall surface. In these scenes the number of figural motifs and landscape features increased still 
further, and supplementary themes and vignettes were introduced. Together, they solidify the idea 
that a specific locale and event are displayed in the composition. 

Composition styles. An overview of the groupings of subject matter on the Assyrian wall re- 
liefs suggests that their respective arrangements into a whole pattern or composition derive from 
five basic schemes or stylistic preferences. Each scheme is organized according to certain notions 
of form and quality of expression that define the preferred style of the composition. The five 
schemes identified here are reduced to brief, general terms; they provide a framework, however, 
for distinguishing ,the composition styles and for tracing the development of those styles in the 
monumental art of the Assyrian empire. The schemes are activity, symmetry, centrality, triangu- 
larity, dimensionality. In the chapters that follow each scheme is defined and discussed separately. 
Individual works of art are singled out as exemplars of the style that derives from the defined 
scheme and, importantly, for the innovative aspects of their design. 



11. ACTIVITY 

The definition of the term "activity" includes the act, the performance of a single function or 
accomplishment, and action-a process that is continuous or capable of repetition. The activity 
may be quiet or vigorous, and those qualities are differentiated in Assyrian compositions. 

The act limited to subtle movement is best exemplified by the scene on the stele of Ashur- 
nasirpal 11, discovered in situ to the right of the entrance to the Ninurta temple at Nimrud 
(Layard 1853:350-351; Reade 1983:Fig. 10). Only the standing figure of the Assyrian king is de- 
picted, together with five emblems of deities (Ill. 2). These subjects are effectively integrated into 
a whole composition by three elements: pose, glance, and direction. An imaginary vertical line 
passing through the visible eye and between the feet of the king bisects the pictorial plane (Fig. 
3). The perpendicular axis of the king's body in relation to the groundline reinforces the notion 
of stability. 

Immediately above the clenched hand of the king's extended right arm, the row of emblems 
gravitates downward and seemingly causes the pointing finger to bend slightly, due to their com- 
bined weightiness. Ashurnasirpal stares straight ahead to the lowermost emblem identified as that 
of the goddess Ishtar (Maxwell-Hyslop 1971:142-144). The oblique direction of the mace held 
in the king's left hand likewise extends to the same emblem. Thus the grouping of the subjects 
is precise, which heightens the inner tension of the composition and strengthens the concept of 
interaction between Ashurnasirpal I1 and his deities. Further, the scene in a symbolic way 
dramatizes the giving of supreme power to Ashurnasirpal I1 and ,the latter's acceptance of that 
power. 

The newness of the composition on the stele of Ashurnasirpal 11 is clear, when compared with 
two stone reliefs of earlier and later date, respectively, showing a similar theme. In the earlier 
example, on the broken obelisk of Ashurbelkala (1073-1056), five emblems of deities hover in 
the field, in front of, and above the Assyrian ruler (Moortgat 1969:122-123,P1.252). From the 
winged disc, the emblem of Shamash, emerges a pair of hands directed toward the king, one ex- 
tended and the other grasping a bow. This detail implies divine acknowledgment of the king's 
presence and military power. What is lacking here, however, is the notion of communication be- 
tween the deities and the king who, instead, gestures toward the defeated foes (Fig. 4). In the 
later example, on the stele of Shamshi-Adad V (823-811), the composition is similar to that 
shown on the stele of Ashurnasirpal I1 (Pritchard 1969:300,Fig.442). But here, the structuring 
of the composition is awkward and lacks the intense dramatic quality of the original work of art. 

In narrative scenes activity dominates the composition styles and consists of two types. The 
first is the orderly uninterrupted movement of figures and the second is the vigorous interrupted 
movement of figures. Translated into their subject matter, the two types of activity shown on 
the Assyrian wall reliefs generally deal with processions and battles, respectively. Each type is 
discussed separately. 



8 Pauline Albenda 

Processions 

Oftentimes procession scenes display the king, followed by his fan bearer and arms bearer, 
standing and gesturing toward a row of advancing persons who may include Assyrian officials, 
soldiers, foreigners, and bringers of booty or gifts. On the reliefs of Ashurnasirpal 11, where the 
subjects are aligned within a compact panel-type composition, the one-direction movement to the 
royal person is somewhat abbreviated (see Moortgat 1969:Pls.262,263). The brevity of movement 
is compensated by the distinguishing features, poses, and gestures given to the various persons, 
all of which enliven the visual aspect of the figural procession. 

In later reigns, during the eighth and seventh centuries, greater portions of wall surfaces were 
given over to this type of composition. In the reign of Sargon I1 the motif of tribute bearers in 
a procession led by Assyrian attendants, all advancing to the king, was repeated three times along 
the walls of room 6 and two times along the walls of room 11 in the royal residence at Khorsabad 
(Albenda 1986:Pls.65,66,71,Figs.84, 85). The start and end of each procession was bounded by 
the length of a long wall or by one of the several doorways that led into the respective chamber. 
Pictorially, a sense of calm regal authority is conveyed and monotony is avoided by the various 
gestures of select individuals and by the differentiated costumes of the foreigners who comprise 
the respective processions. 

A novel concept that was explored at this time is the double procession. One effective adap- 
tation of this idea appeared on the parallel walls of a corridor, about 25 meters in length, that led 
from one open court to another (Albenda 1986:67-71,Pls.26-34). Both walls showed two similar 
sets of processions arranged one above the other, but separated by a band of inscription (Fig. 5). 
All four processions, consisting of foreigners on foot, horses, and camels, advance in the same 
direction. In this setting, a person proceeding through the corridor and also viewing the reliefs 
on the walls to his left and right, could readily perceive himself as centered and participating in 
the rhythmical actions of men and animals. According to the direction he took, the person moved 
either with the flow of activity, or the flow of activity passed steadily by him. 

The double procession idea inspired other solutions, as evidenced by seventh-century composi- 
tions. In one large section of a narrative scene from room 12 in the Southwest Palace at Nineveh, 
dated to the reign of Sennacherib, for example, long lines of armed military personnel, arranged 
in three registers, stand and surround the Assyrian king in his chariot (Layard 1853:73-74) (Ill. 
3). Here the vertical alignment of the three registers, separated by wide bands, succeeds in es- 
tablishing within the composition a three-tiered depth effect, from bottom to top. The huge royal 
chariot located in the middle register extends far into the upper register, thereby creating an open 
space that unites both registers. A fine detail that accentuates the nearness of the armed soldiers 
in the middle register, in relation to those in the upper one, is the rendering of several spears held 
upright, whose tips terminate in the wide band separating both registers. 

The procession scene evolved even further in the reign of Ashurbanipal. The desire to depict 
explicitly the leading away of countless numbers of subjugated people, together with their cattle, 
donkey-driven carts, and personal possessions, resulted in extraordinary compositions that stretch- 
ed across many slabs of the wall surface. One composition, found on slabs fallen from an upper 
chamber into room V of the North Palace at Nineveh-unfortunately discovered with its end sec- 
tions missing-contains an epigraph that identifies the foreigners as coming from the Elamite city 
of Din-Sharri (Barnett 197659, Pl.LXVI1). The composition is divided into two registers, in both 
of which are continuous double lines of Assyrian soldiers, Elamites, cattle, and horses. 

The upper two lines of figures proceed to the right, and those in the lower register proceed to 
the left and cease before the Assyrian king in his chariot, which is drawn large in scale. Pic- 
torially, the simultaneous movement and countermovement of the paired processions are surpris- 
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ingly well balanced and implied therein is the notion of one extremely long almost-unending line 
of people and animals, subdivided in two parallel rows, which alters course as it advances and 
ultimately reaches its destination, the triumphant Assyrian ruler. 

A highly ingenious adaptation of two separate processions moving in opposite directions was 
set within a complex, multifaceted design that originally encompassed all four wall surfaces in 
room F of the North Palace (Barnett 1976:39-41,Pls. XVI-XX1,B). The overall design is divided 
into two independent but similar compositions arranged in broad horizontal bands, one above the 
other (Fig. 6). Within each composition, after their defeat in battle long double lines of Elamites 
advance to the Assyrian king in his chariot, surrounded by Assyrian soldiers. In the upper regis- 
ter the procession moves clockwise to the royal person, who appears to the left of the single 
entrance, and in the lower register the procession moves counterclockwise to the royal person, 
who appears to the right of the entrance. At the center of both frieze-like compositions, on the 
wall opposite the entrance, their subject matter cohere; there, four lines of Elamite men, women, 
and children merge together into a densely compact group as they meet and then move on along 
their separate ways (Ill. 4). 

Battle Scenes 

The tempo of activity increased markedly in scenes of battle. One-direction movement domi- 
nated most compositions, beginning with the battles depicted on the wall reliefs of Ashurnasirpal 
11. One extant composition depicts Assyrian cavalry, chariotry, and infantry advancing steadily 
but rapidly, from left to right, and overtaking enemy soldiers on foot (Ills. 5-6). The quickened 
pace of the former group is indicated by the individual horses whose forelegs stretch forward, 
high off the ground. The quick left-to-right movement of the Assyrian militia is countered by the 
faltering motions and distorted postures of the foes. Actually, in the scene of battle there are two 
distinct overlaying sets of actions with different rates of speed, and one dominates the other. The 
dominant action, given to the Assyrian militia, is continuous and moves at constant speed; the 
subsidiary action, given to the foes, is fragmented and indecisive in its directional movement. 

A highly dramatic scene of battle in which Assyrian chariotry pursue and overtake foes on 
horseback was displayed on a series of reliefs in room 2 of Sargon's palace at Khorsabad, now 
lost or destroyed but preserved in drawings made at the time of their discovery (Albenda 1986: 
Pls. 113,116,117, lower registers). The main movement from right to left is highlighted by the 
rapid speed of the chariots that overtake the cavalrymen who falter, fall, or lie dead in the field. 
Visually, swiftness of action is made apparent by the manner in which the animals are depicted. 
The repetitive renderings of the chariot horses with outstretched forelegs differ from those of the 
cavalry horses, whose momentary halting poses reinforce the military defeat that befalls their 
riders. 

Assuredly, the most spectacular composition of a military battle found on the Assyrian wall 
reliefs is the battle between the forces of King Ashurbanipal and those of the Elamite king, 
Teumrnan (Ills. 7-8). The scene was displayed in room 33 of Sennacherib's Southwest Palace, 
and the extant portion extends across the lower part of three slabs and contains the battle. 
However, the start of battle was located to the left of the scene, on slabs that were missing at the 
time of discovery (see the discussions of Layard 1853:446-451; Nagel 1967:27-30,P1.20; Reade 
1979b:96-101,Pls. 17-18). 

The battle is a scene of chaos and frenzy, but the structure is firm. The main section is divided 
into three evenly spaced horizontal zones of activity and is framed on the left and right sides 
by a linear arrangement of figural subjects. At the left, persons in a long line proceed rapidly 
downward, along the curve of a round hill that begins at the top zone and ends in the bottom 
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zone. In the bottom zone, the violent actions of men and animals are directed to the right, to a 
river drawn vertically across the height of the three zones. In the water the alignment of inert 
bodies of men and horses, one above the other, directs the pictorial movement upward, to the top 
zone. In the top zone, between its mid-section and the river, the general direction of action is 
from left to right; at mid-section the action reverses direction, advancing from right to left. 

Thus the battle scene is designed to describe a fast-paced, ongoing movement that follows a 
circular route along the outer zones. At the same time an emphasis upon a lateral left to right 
movement is accentuated in the middle zone. A subtle but significant aspect of the composition 
is the treatment of figure groupings; the density of the human and animal figures increases as the 
drama of battle unfolds from left to right. Implied therein are the final close encounters leading 
to the culmination of battle, a notion that is aptly illustrated by the large numbers of dying or 
dead foes strewn near the water's edge. In sum, the organization of the composition articulates 
the multitude of actions that are displayed in the scene of battle by interrelating the elements of 
movement, countermovement, degrees of speed, and density of subject matter. 

Beyond action is motion, the process of changing places. This kind of movement occurs on an 
extant portion of a three-register battle scene originating from room L of Ashurbanipal's North 
Palace (Barnett 1976:45,Pls.XXXII-XXXIII). Assyrian chariotry, cavalry, and infantry attack and 
overtake camel-ridden Arabs, and the single direction of the fierce assaults and relentless speed 
of battle seem to unfold in continuous movement (Ill. 9). The optical effect of forms moving is 
made explicit when one isolates the paired Arabs on their respective animals, represented nume- 
rous times among the three registers, and rearranges the groups to produce a succession of pos- 
tures slightly changed (compare the sequence given in Figs. 7 and 8 with Ill. 9). The successive 
running-falling gaits of the camels change at a slow rate, while the successive seated-unseated- 
falling postures of the paired Arabs change at a quickened rate. The two rates of change be- 
longing to the same groupings (camels and riders) increase the quality of motion. In particular, 
the distribution of the camel-ridden Arabs among the three registers is a subtle but forceful means 
of creating, visually, both an agitating effect and a constant shifting to various parts of the com- 
position. The ability to depict in the same scene a series of poses in succession reveals a 
knowledge of how individual forms move in a given action and, coupled with a masterful tech- 
nique of linear rendering on stone, marks the Arab battle scene an outstanding work of art. 



111. SYMMETRY 

In modern times the word "symmetry" has two meanings. In one sense symmetry means 
something well balanced, well proportioned, and symmetry denotes a concordance of several 
parts by which they integrate into a whole. The second sense in which symmetry is used is strict- 
ly a geometrical concept that refers to such operations as reflection, translation (distance-pre- 
serving repeat of a basic unit), and rotation (Weyl 1952:3-6). Bilateral symmetry is the image of 
left and right. Another special kind of symmetry in two dimensions is the geometric art of surface 
ornamentation (see Weyl 1952: 109-1 15; Washburn and Crowe 1988:44-56). The geometric con- 
cept of symmetry is the focus of this chapter. It examines the application of mirror reflection, 
repetition, and rotation in select Assyrian works of art. 

Symmetry in the visual arts occurred sporadically in the earlier periods of the ancient Near 
East. In particular, the iconographic scheme of duplicated images (mirror imagery) was known 
in the arts of the third and second millennia (see Albenda 1992:297). In the stone relief art of the 
Assyrian empire, as well as in wall painting and the decorative arts, symmetry is a characteristic 
feature. This system of organization to a large extent determined the decorative and narrative 
schemes adopted for the palatial art of Assyria. Symmetry expressed the ideals of formal beauty 
combined with a concept of world order peculiar to Assyrian thought. 

Decorative Arts 

Surface ornamentation in which symmetry makes use of one dimensional or longitudinal pattern 
only is typified by decorative wall painting. Examples of this scheme are found in Assyrian pal- 
aces, and the individual band ornaments are composed entirely of circles, buds, or palmette re- 
peated in regular spatial rhythm (Albenda 1992:298; 1994a). One notable variant is the wide band 
of a wall painting from Ti1 Barsip, in which standing bulls confront a large square with incurved 
sides (Fig. 9) Here the figured pattern, that is, the bull on the left, is rotated 180 degrees laterally 
around a vertical axis (line of reflection) centered in the square, into its mirror image. The mirror 
image, in turn, is rotated 180 degrees into its figured pattern, and so on. 

Rotation symmetry in two dimensions likewise occurs in Assyrian decorative arts. Examples 
include details of wall paintings and the terracotta wall knob-plates discovered at several Assyrian 
sites (Albenda 1991:299; 1994a:Fig.2). On the knobbed plates the main design is a continuous 
garland whose leafy plants and buds alternate and rotate around a central point in a cyclical pat- 
tern of modulo 4. Each plant of the same type has a proper rotation of 90 degrees around the cen- 
ter, but rotates 45 degrees from its neighboring plant (Fig. 10). Expressed in a different way, the 
geometry of the design derives from two interlocking squares, and at each of the four angles of 
the respective square is a flower of the same type. 

Surface ornamentation involving two-dimensional linear combinations is also represented in As- 
syrian art. Examples include the stone dias of Shalmaneser 111, which on the upper surface has 
a continuous pattern of hexagons, and the eighth- and seventh-century stone threshold slabs with 
different ornamental designs in the center field (Albenda 1978). On one group of threshold slabs 
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the surface ornamentation in the center field is a strictly geometric invention, drawn with a com- 
pass and rule (Fig. 11). The overall pattern derives from a six-rayed star inscribed in a circle, 
which repeats continuously along rows set equidistant from one another. 

Wall Reliefs 

Religious themes. Turning to the wall reliefs, a symbolic motif that recurred during the ninth 
and eighth centuries is a stylized tree, the so-called "sacred tree" (Ill. 10). Although its ap- 
pearance varied from example to example, the drawing of the tree is always symmetrical, since 
its two sides mirror one another (Albenda 1994b). In formal compositions winged and wingless 
genies and also the Assyrian king confront the tree. In these instances the compositions display 
bilateral symmetry. However, strict mirror imagery (reflection symmetry) was utilized infre- 
quently for the figural subjects. One known example consists of two-winged anthropomorphic ge- 
nies kneeling on either side of the stylized tree, a subject that repeats continuously along the 
upper register of the carved slabs lining the walls in room I of the Northwest Palace of Ashur- 
nasirpal I1 (Paley and Sobolewski 1987:3-8,Pl. 1,plan 3). Thus the genie on the left side of the 
tree has the right arm lowered and the left arm raised. His mirror image on the right side of the 
tree has the right arm raised and the left arm lowered. Similarly, winged genies holding animals 
(goat or stag) and flanking the same doorway were represented in strict mirror imagery (Fig. 12); 
by this means the animal held by the respective genie was rendered in full view (Meuszfiski 
1981:P1.3; Paley and Sobolewski 1987: P1.4). 

The standard Assyrian method of depicting the mirror image of the genie or the king-posi- 
tioned on the right side of the tree-combines two kinds of symmetry: rotation and reflection (Ill. 
10). Rotation symmetry is given to the torso, which turns laterally around a vertical axis centered 
in the tree. In this way the gestures of the right and left arms and the objects held in the re- 
spective hands are retained in each of the two depictions of the human form (genie or king). Al- 
ternatively, the head and lower part of the body are reflective; they tend to negate the three- 
dimensional spatial rotation of the human form. In Assyrian art that particular stance was the 
standard rule for depictions of human figures. 

Narrative scenes. On the Assyrian wall reliefs symmetry applied to narrative scenes seems to 
have been used selectively and may have served specific purposes. Repetition was a method used 
to illustrate large numbers of persons. Military personnel may advance in a line or stand at rest 
in close formation (Ill. 1 I), each individual of the same unit a replica of the one preceding him 
(Strommenger 1964:442,Pls.2 10,2 1 1; Barnett 1976:36,37,Pls .II,III,VI). In those instances strict 
repetition conveys the notion of a military group that is numerically superior and also highly 
disciplined. In scenes where the main theme is the royal building works undertaken in the reign 
of Sennacherib, long lines of foreign laborers are depicted in nearly identical pose. There, re- 
petition becomes an effective device emphasizing the king's control over a huge labor force work- 
ing in unison (Strommenger 1964:449-450,Pls.232,233). 

An ingenious adaptation of the concept of surface ornamentation occurs in one section of a 
multi-registered wall relief that deals with warfare between Assyria and Elam (Albenda 1992: 
Fig.4; Reade 1979b:96-101,Pls. 17-23). Seven or more lines of Elamite soldiers submit to an As- 
syrian official who introduces the newly appointed Elamite leader. An identical pose and gesture 
are given to each Elamite in the same line. However, on each line repetition is relaxed slightly, 
thereby effecting multiple, swaying motions. By this means submission to and acceptance of 
Assyrian authority is displayed in the active mode. 

The active mode for scenes of deportation took on greater importance in the works of art pro- 
duced for the North Palace of Ashurbanipal. A variety of poses, gestures, and hand-held equip- 
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ment are introduced in the renderings of long lines of deportees and Assyrian soldiers advancing 
in the same direction (Barnett 1976:Pls.XVII-XVIX,LX,LXVII-LXVIII). Interspersed among the 
extensive figure groups is a foreigner depicted with his or her head rotated 180 degrees to face 
back, a device that creates a pattern of sorts (see Ill. 4). The repeated use of the head turned back 
allows for visual pauses in otherwise uninterrupted onedirectional movements and also isolates 
small units of figure groupings within the long processions. For these reasons the discrete use of 
the turned head motif was adapted with effective results. 

Architectural decoration. In architectural decoration symmetry was maintained throughout 
the course of the Assyrian empire for the adornment of important entrances in palaces and tem- 
ples. The typical scheme consisted of two-winged human-headed lions and bulls, and real lions, 
which were carved from stone in high relief and set up along the lateral walls of entranceways 
(Madhloom 1970:94ff.). The stone creatures show a parallel alignment and are mirror images of 
one another. The side walls framing the same entrance were decorated with small genies, one 
above the other. The genies face one another according to the standard Assyrian formula (see 
Reade 1983:Fig.4; Albenda 1986:P1.35). The iconography of symmetry-reflection (lateral walls) 
and bilateral (framing walls)-adopted for the adornment of important doorways visually impart- 
ed the notion of ordered balance, serenity, and spatial containment. In addition, the subjects of 
the carved reliefs engendered a protective atmosphere, as the viewer proceeded from one cham- 
ber to another. 

The most ambitious use of symmetry for architectural decoration derives from the palace of 
Sargon I1 at Khorsabad. Of particular interest are the monumental stone reliefs on the walls 
flanking two central doorways, each of which opened onto an open court. One central doorway 
led from court I11 to the residential area reserved for the king. On each side of this entrance the 
long wall was decorated with the same emblematic motif. The motif-repeated in bilateral sym- 
metry-consists of a pair of winged human-headed bulls striding back to back (mirror images), 
their heads turned 90 degrees to face the open court (Albenda 1986:P1.35). On the long walls that 
flanked the central entrance that connected court VIII with the throne room was a more elaborate 
heraldic emblem repeated in bilateral symmetry (Ill. 12). The huge emblem consists of two hu- 
man-headed bulls moving in opposite directions and flanking a hero grasping a lion, all of which 
are depicted with frontal faces. In its entirety the emblem measured about 5 meters high and 
about 12 meters across. 

The North Palace of Ashurbanipal was the last to have its walls embellished with carved stone 
reliefs. In entranceways the reliefs were modest in scale and new guardian figures replaced the 
earlier types. Several doorway reliefs are preserved, including two that originally lined the op- 
posite walls within entrance A, connecting rooms B and P (Barnett 1976:36,PI.IV; Albenda 1992: 
Figs.5,6). The paired reliefs depict the same subject, namely three guardian figures standing in 
a row and turned toward room P pig.  13). The first is a wingless genie, an apkalle; he wears 
a horned helmet and his clenched hand is held upright. The second is a hybrid male creature, 
identified as an uqallu. He has a human body, a lion head with equine ears, and talon feet. He 
brandishes a dagger. The third is a hero holding an upright spear, and he has been identified as 
a lahmu. (These protective figures are discussed by Wiggermann 1992:74,164-166, 169- 172 .) 

The paired reliefs from entrance A disclose the use of both reflection symmetry and rotation 
symmetry for the depictions of the individual guardian figures. The hero (lahmu) is repeated as 
a mirror image of himself. The twice-repeated first and second guardian figures (apkullu and 
uqallu) show the front and back views, respectively, of a torso rotated 180 degrees around a 
vertical axis., These depictions are obtained by placing the viewing position of the spectator 
beyond-that is, "south" of-the sculptured figures on the two wall reliefs from entrance A 
(compare Figs. 13 and 14); moreover, the proper axial rotation is not a lateral left-to-right, or 
in directional terms, west-to-east, as exemplified by the twice repeated hero. Instead, the proper 
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axial rotation is a near-to-far or, in directional terms, south-to-north. The change of direction 
accounts for the back and front views of the torso on the paired apkallu and uqallu respectively. 
Actually, the two wall reliefs from entrance A, together, display four views of a human figure 
whose body rotates around a vertical axis at intervals of 90 degrees. Expressed in a different way, 
the four-fold rotation of the human torso-seen on the two reliefs-accords with the cardinal 
points of the compass: north, east, south, west. 

The near-to-far (south-to-north) direction of rotation symmetry was developed further, on 
another series of entranceway reliefs from entrance D, connecting the exterior and room S, as 
well on the reliefs from entrance B, connecting rooms S and T (Barnett 1976:50,52-53,Pls.XLV, 
LV). In the upper register appear two lion-headed guardian figures, each armed with mace and 
dagger, who confront and overlap one another (Ill. 13). Their bodies and legs are rendered in 
correct rotational symmetry, along the south-to-north axis, showing the back and front views 
respectively. The ability to draw an entire figure in correct rotational symmetry along that axis 
led to a great discovery that freed the artist from the flat world. It was the discovery of rep- 
resenting three-dimensional figures in space on a two-dimensional plane. 



IV. CENTRALITY 

"Centrality" in an Assyrian pictorial composition may be explained as the ordering of subject 
matter in a three-part lateral sequence, in which the two outer groupings are directed toward 
the central one, the focus of the described activity. In this instance the central subject is in ef- 
fect the vertical axis of a symmetrical scheme. However, unlike reflective symmetry, the two out- 
er groupings of subject matter are dissimilar in one or more ways. Thus the visual balance form- 
ed by the two outer groupings derives from the clustering of their respective subjects, which re- 
lies upon density and scale. The application of centrality in Assyrian art works was generally re- 
stricted to two themes, and these are the formal procession and siege scenes. In the first instance 
the figure of the Assyrian king is the central vertical axis of the composition, while in the second 
it is a foreign city under direct attack. 

Formal Processions 

A straightforward example of the use of centrality for a processional scene occurred in the low- 
er register of wall reliefs from the throne room of the Northwest Palace of Ashurnasirpal I1 
@udge 1914:Pls.XXII,XXIII). At mid-section of a scene that extends across three and a half slabs 
stands the Assyrian king, turned to the right, followed by a personal attendant (Fig. 15). In the 
field above the king is a deity in a winged disk, a divine emblem that reinforces the military pow- 
er and stature of Ashurnasirpal 11. On each side of the king a long line of figural subjects ad- 
vances toward him. On the right side the procession consists of court officials, subjugated men 
and women, Assyrian soldiers, and, in the field above the women, cattle. The individual figures 
in this group are of different heights and they display different gestures. The procession on the 
left side is composed of three horse-drawn chariots that pass in front of a walled city. The spa- 
cious setting indicated by the large architectural structure and the orderly alignment of the three 
chariots tend to balance, visually, the close formation of the striding human and animal figures 
shown on the opposite side of the composition. Both processions give to the composition a rhyth- 
mic pattern, the center of which is dominated by the figure of the Assyrian king. 

An ingenious adaptation of centrality for wall decoration in which the theme of a procession 
delineated the spatial area of a chamber occurred in rooms 9 and 12 of the royal residence of Sar- 
gon I1 at Khorsabad (Albenda 1986:62-64,Pls.63,64). The two chambers may have served special 
functions, and it may be noted that their wall decorations were partially destroyed at the time of 
discovery; their subject matter, however, can be reconstructed with certainty. 

Room 9 has two doorways, Z and Y (Fig. 16). The Assyrian king, shown larger than life size, 
appears on the wall directly opposite door Z. He holds a long staff in his right hand and a flow- 
ering plant in his lowered left hand. Starting from door 2, two processions of beardless Assyrian 
court officials, each posed with his hands clasped at the waist, advance toward the king. One 
procession moves counterclockwise past door Y, along three walls of the chamber. It is led by 
a high-ranking bearded official who faces the king and raises one hand in salutation. The second 
procession moves clockwise along the fourth wall. Room 12 has a single door and the Assyrian 
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king appears on the wall opposite this entrance. The carved wall decoration is similar to that of 
room 9, with the exception that the king turns to the left and faces the high-ranking official who 
leads the procession moving clockwise. The great heights of all the human figures in rooms 9 and 
12 must have impressed the people who entered the two chambers. Furthermore, the repetitive 
and restrained poses of the court officials illustrate clearly the obedience that is given to the 
central figure, Sargon 11. 

Siege Scenes 

Siege scenes were often displayed in Assyrian works of art and in many instances centrality 
forms the basis of their compositions. In scenes depicting Assyrian attacks against fortified cities 
two trends evolved. One of them considers which are the essential features of the event to be de- 
scribed; these features are organized into a closed composition. The other strives for descriptive 
details, and several phases of activity may be artfully manipulated into a unified event. In order 
to better accommodate the laterally placed figural groupings and ancillary motifs, therefore, the 
conlplete image of a city under siege is reduced in scale in relation to the surface area of the en- 
tire composition. This method of rendering foreign cities is especially evident on Assyrian wall 
reliefs of the late eighth and seventh centuries, in which siege scenes are included in the 
seemingly unending compositions. 

A tightly composed scene of a military attack against a fortified city, preserved only in a line 
drawing and dated to the reign of Ashurnasirpal I1 (Barnett and Falkner 1962:25,Pl.CXVIII), oc- 
curs in the bottom register of a stone slab (Fig. 17). The entire central area contains a foreign 
citadel situated on a high mound; low-growing grapevines on the left side indicate the geograph- 
ical location of the citadel. Six defenders are partially exposed behind the high walls; three turn 
to the left and three turn to the right. In the latter group is a woman whose raised open hand sig- 
nals the defeat that is to come. A seventh defender falls headlong to the ground; the size of his 
body equals that of the Assyrian foot soldiers who are placed to the left, right, and at the base 
of the mound. All the Assyrian attackers turn toward the citadel and their offensive actions 
heighten the intensity of battle. Human activity remains central to the scene, since all the figures 
are depicted on a large scale in an almost circular arrangement. The Assyrian attackers are ren- 
dered entire in contrast to the defenders within the citadel who are only partially exposed, a pic- 
torial device that conveys the idea not only of a battle unfolding but also of an outcome favorable 
to the Assyrian militia. 

The depiction of a Babylonian campaign undertaken by the foot soldiers of Tiglath-pileser I11 
is in accord with the style of centrality (Barnett and Falkner 1962:8,Pls.IX-XII), and all the main 
figural and landscape features are laid out in a tidy manner across several slabs (Fig. 18). Central 
to the scene is an eight-towered fortified city situated at the side of a large lake, which covers 
an extensive portion of one slab. A tall date palm at the left side of the fortified city is balanced 
on the right side by three smaller ones, which grow along the edge of the lake, and these tropical 
plants furnish the geographical backdrop for the military campaign. Beyond the landscape features 
on each side, Assyrian soldiers are arranged in groups of three side by side and they are drawn 
to the height of the walled city; at the left side a small tree immediately behind the soldiers 
provides the visual balance between the left and right sides of the composition. Interaction be- 
tween the Assyrian militia and the defenders, who are small in size and visible on the towers, is 
minimal. Pictorially, the prominence given to the foot soldiers does convey the notion of Assyrian 
military might but less evident is the notion of a successful siege campaign. 

The design formula for siege scenes in which Assyrian infantrymen flank a fortified city re- 
curred several times on the wall reliefs dated to the reign of Sargon 11. All the reliefs are pre- 
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served only in line drawings (Albenda 1986:Pls.98, lower register,l24, upper register, 125, upper 
register, 128 lower register). In the siege scenes there is an implied spatial separation between 
the Assyrian soldiers positioned along the outer sides of the composition and the fortified city 
shown within a landscaped area, and this phenomenon is emphasized. The soldiers are large scale 
and stand at some distance from the actual combat. Pictorially, these persons may express the 
military power that can encircle and attack vigorously all those who oppose Assyria. In contrast, 
the besieged city and all the persons who actively attack or defend the city are depicted on a 
reduced scale. Oftentimes the representations of the fortified cities include architectural, land- 
scape, or decorative features that are singular, and on occasion captions identifying the city are 
carved on the reliefs (see Walker 1986). These descriptive details give credence to the idea that 
a serious attempt was made to illustrate foreign cities as they may have appeared, albeit in ab- 
breviated form. 

On the reliefs of Sargon I1 two siege scenes are noteworthy variants of the design formula for 
the style of centrality. One siege scene appears in the lower register of wall reliefs from room 
2 of the royal residence and is formed by the uniting of two adjacent but independent narrative 
compositions (Albenda 1986: Pls. 110,119-121). The first composition depicts King Sargon I1 in 
his chariot, accompanied by a charioteer and parasol bearer; escorting this group are two cavalry- 
men who follow the vehicle and an infantryman who leads the procession across a mountain pla- 
teau (Ill. 14). The line of figures advances to the right and stops in front of a deep gorge that 
separates this scene from the second one, seen at the right side. 

The second composition depicts a fierce battle between the Assyrian chariotry and cavalry and 
foes on foot who are overtaken in defeat (Ill. 15). The action moves from right to left. Amidst 
the scene of battle is the Assyrian king in his war chariot. The battle terminates at the extreme 
left side of the composition, near a foreign citadel situated atop a high mountain that extends 
down the gorge. Its inhabitants stand on the fortification wall and display gestures of defeat as 
they turn to the right or to the left; by this subtle means the two independent compositions are 
linked. 

The center of the third composition is established by the citadel; to its left and right sides, 
respectively, are the royal procession and the combating military forces (Fig. 19). The third com- 
position is unusual because of the contrasting aspects of the figural groupings. The royal proces- 
sion expresses calmness and detachment, whereas the battle expresses fierceness and involvement. 
In addition, the inclusion of the two images of the Assyrian king-one standing victorious in his 
chariot and overseeing the onslaught, and the other standing armed in his chariot and participating 
in the battle-reveals a remarkable ability to articulate two different spatial settings and time 
frames, in order to create a larger design whose meaning gains in complexity. 

The second notable variant of the siege scene is depicted among a series of independent but 
connecting episodes of battle that were carved in the lower register of wall reliefs from room 5 
of the royal residence (Albenda 1986:84-85,P1.95). This siege scene extends across one slab, and 
its design is bisected by a high rounded hill surmounted by a fortified citadel. A caption in 
cuneiform identifies the locale, "city of Gabbatunu" (Walker 1986: 109-1 10). At the right side 
two large-scale Assyrian spearmen and a half-kneeling archer appear along the edge of a wide 
river that flows to the base of the hill, and they attack the citadel (Ill. 16). Three large-scale 
archers to the left of the hill are posed the same way, but in reverse order, and their costumes 
show them to be foreign troops in the Assyrian infantry. These men turn to the left and direct 
the viewer away from the assault, toward another besieged city depicted on the reliefs further on. 

In the above-described siege scene the style of centrality, which in other art works was treated 
as a self-contained or closed composition, has been modified significantly. Although centered in 
the composition, the besieged citadel on the high hill is no longer central to the narrative. Instead, 
the notion of centrality has shifted to the actions of the large-scale Assyrian infantrymen who 
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advance in a single direction toward one besieged city and then continue on to a second besieged 
city. Thus the directional alignment of the outer figure groupings, which together form a nearly 
repetitive pattern, has moved away from the center and consequently the style of centrality in the 
art work is not self-contained. Rather, it is designed as an open composition. 

A hugh mural dominated by the style of centrality spans the entire surface of stone slabs that 
faced all the walls of room 36 in the Southwest Palace of Se~acher ib ,  and major portions of the 
reliefs are extant (Ussishkin 1982). The drama of an Assyrian military assault against a large 
double-walled city situated on a high mound unfolds in the center of a composition located on the 
wall opposite the single entrance to the chamber. In the immediate area of the besieged city, iden- 
tified elsewhere on the reliefs as the city of Lachish, many Assyrian attackers ascend the artificial 
ramps leading obliquely to the upper walls of the city and numerous defenders appear on the 
same walls (Ill. 17). The interplay of all their vigorous actions animate the event. The intensity 
of assault against Lachish is anticipated at the left side of the landscaped composition by the 
depictions of three parallel rows of infantrymen from different units of the military-slingers, 
archers, spearmen, shieldbearers-who advance toward the city, and as they near the arena of ac- 
tion the soldiers at the start of each line assume more aggressive militant poses. Behind the long 
regimented lines of infantrymen were probably depicted equally long lines of Assyrian cavalry 
and chariotry . 

The Assyrian military defeat of Lachish is implied within the scene of battle by the single line 
of women and men who emerge from a lower gate of the city and descend along a path leading 
away from the action. The success of the Assyrian campaign is made specific to the right of the 
battle scene. Gaining in importance by their prominent size, two long lines of Assyrian soldiers 
laden with spoils and defeated Lachishites and their families-several naked men are tied to the 
ground, probably to be flayed-advance along paths that ascend gradually through the terrain and 
disappear a short distance from a hill. There, the enthroned King Sennacherib turns to the left 
and faces a high-ranking Assyrian official and soldiers who present a group of foes, possibly 
EgyptiansJNubians (see Albenda 1982:9-lo), kneeling in submission. Behind the royal person the 
king's tent and his personal foot soldiers, cavalrymen, and charioteers appear within the sprawl- 
ing terrain. The huge mural concludes with the oval ground plan of an Assyrian fortress. 

On the wall reliefs from room 36 the style of centrality is maintained, since two outer group- 
ings of figural subjects turn toward the central motif. It is surprising to observe that the assault 
against Lachish-which demands the attention of the viewer as he enters the chamber-although 
centered in the composition, is not the central motif. Rather, the central motif is the enthroned 
Assyrian king centered on one narrow wall of the chamber and spatially remote from the intense 
battle. Consequently, the style of centrality in room 36 has been modified into an asymmetrical 
design. The dynamics of the style relies upon the constant left-to-right movement of the long lines 
of Assyrian soldiers who advance to the city of Lachish and, beyond the scene of battle, the con- 
tinuation of that movement by the long lines of Assyrian soldiers and Lachishites, who halt a 
short distance in front of the image of the enthroned king. Countering the left-to-right movement 
of the processions, all the figural subjects depicted behind the enthroned king and dispersed 
throughout the terrain turn to the left. 

The huge narrative composition relies upon a highly controlled distribution of subject matter. 
Furthermore, in planning and executing the art work it is evident that much attention was devot- 
ed to (1) the changing tempo of human and animal actions as a means to avoid monotony; (2) the 
use of large- and small-scale figural groupings as a method to focus upon sections of the huge 
design and .to establish compositional balance; (3) the technical skills required to render ef- 
fectively the myriad of details that include landscape features. Together, these facets of the room 
36 mural design disclose that in the pictorial sphere a masterful novella was produced. 



V. TRIANGULARITY 

A select number of compositions on the Assyrian wall reliefs are organized around a closed, 
three-sided polygon. The structuring of the triangular configuration in these art works is made 
by an imaginery triangle, the base of which rests upon the baseline of the register containing the 
composition and whose apex ends near the top of the same register. The formal triangular frame- 
work of the composition determines the positioning of the main subjects and shifts the directions 
of the dominant actions from the horizontal and vertical to the diagonal. 

Scene of combat. On a relief of Tiglath-pileser 111 a triangular scheme was formulated for a 
scene of close combat involving three horsemen (Ill. 18). Moving fiom left to right, two Assyrian 
cavalrymen, one overlapping the other, are positioned obliquely upward along an imaginery line 
that extends from the ground immediately behind their horses to above their funnel-shaped hel- 
mets. The oblique downward thrusts of their long lances, which pierce the bodies of the enemy 
horseman and his animal, respectively, serve to define the second imaginery line which, together 
with the base formed by the ground, completes the triangular framework (Fig. 20). In the scene, 
however, the foe and his animal stumbling rapidly to the ground are not entirely contained within 
the defined parameters of the imagined triangle, and that detail tends to weaken the underlying 
three-sided structure of the composition. 

Countering that tendency is a second, smaller triangular configuration set within the overall 
composition. This configuration strengthens the three-sided framework and, in addition, isolates 
the group of figures that dominates the scene pictorially. Neatly fitted within the second triangular 
area are the paired Assyrian riders whose bodies are positioned perpendicularly to the ground, 
and their galloping animals, whose forelegs are raised and outstretched. Two vertices of the tri- 
angle occur near the hooves of the horses, and the third is above the heads of the riders, at a 
point along an imaginery line perpendicular to the base of the outer triangle. The last imaginery 
line unifies the two triangular configurations, and in the composition it functions as the key axis 
that reinforces the steadfast actions of the Assyrian cavalrymen who command a significant por- 
tion of the overall design. 

Royal hunt: ninth century. In the traditional method of illustrating the royal hunt fiom a char- 
iot, the Assyrian king, accompanied by a charioteer, stands erect in an almost frontal position and 
faces forward as he prepares to release the arrow from the bow. The action of the entire scene 
moves in a single direction, from left to right or from right to left (see Albenda 1972). 

A notable departure from the traditional representation is found on a lion hunt bas-relief of 
Ashurnasirpal I1 (Ill. 19). Compelling in appearance and planned as a wholly contained work, the 
scene on that relief shows the ninth-century Assyrian king in his chariot turning away from the 
frontal picture plane, as he prepares to discharge an arrow in the direction of a lion leaping 
toward the rear of the chariot box. Underlying the structure of the two-dimensional aspect of this 
lion hunt relief is an isosceles triangle whose apex occurs immediately above the conical head- 
dress of the king (Fig. 21). At the lower left side the leaping lion initiates the diagonal axis 
upward which 'continues to the king's head, and the inclusion of the running soldiers at the ex- 
treme left serves to transform this movement into a forceful action. The forward tilt of the char- 
ioteer, half hidden by the figure of the king, commences the descending oblique axis that ter- 
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minates at the lower right corner just beyond the muzzle and paws of the prostrate lion at the 
extreme right side. Within the triangular framework, then, the rise and fall of the flow of move- 
ment is determined essentially by the poses of the two lions. 

Royal hunt: seventh century. The triangular scheme adopted for the motif of a lion hunt from 
a chariot was taken up again more than two hundred years later, in the reign of Ashurbanipal. 
In room C of that king's North Palace at Nineveh all the wall reliefs dealt with the theme of the 
royal hunt (Barnett 1976:Pls.V-XIII). Among the carved stone works discovered intact are three 
independent but similar scenes showing the actual hunt. Each scene depicts the richly costumed 
Assyrian ruler, accompanied by a charioteer and two military aides, standing in a chariot whose 
huge exposed wheel elevates the box high above ground level (Ills. 20, 21, 22). Along the front, 
back, and beyond the royal chariot are lions and lionesses portrayed in a variety of poses that 
dramatize their acts of vigorous attack, painful wounds, and death. Each scene of the hunt from 
the chariot is a self-contained episode. The three episodes are effectively united by several im- 
portant features of the wall decoratiom designed for room C. These features are (1) the open 
space of the background surrounding each hunt. Here, the plain backdrop heightens the drama 
of the lion hunt; (2) the essentially right-to-left orientation of the many lions and lionesses drawn 
along the extensive wall surface of three walls. That direction articulates the various episodes 
shown on the reliefs, including at one end the scenes peopled with soldiers, spectators, and the 
Assyrian king in his chariot as he prepares for the hunt or, more probably, as he prepares to 
disembark after the hunt; (3) the triangular framework chosen for the lion hunt episodes, each 
containing at the vertices the same sequence of figural types-lion, king, lion. The repetition of 
-the underlying structure establishes an orderly pattern. 

One scene of the lion hunt, separated from the other two by a wall of room C, depicts the royal 
chariot moving from right to left, away from a corner of the room. The start of the oblique 
upward movement is a dead lion lying at a distance behind the royal chariot. Its twisted head 
faces a second lion which leaps high off the ground along a diagonal axis that culminates in the 
lances that pierce its body (Fig. 22). The weapons are gripped by the two military aides who turn 
away from the general movement of the chariot. These men are half hidden by the king, who is 
armed with bow and arrow and whose torso tilts forward in the opposite direction, an action that 
initiates the downward diagonal axis leading to a third lion positioned a short distance in front 
of the horse-drawn chariot. The lion, wounded and dying, hunches forward hopelessly in pain, 
while at the same time emitting blood from its mouth. In contrast to the transitory movements 
of the lions, the chariot with its four occupants seems almost motionless, despite the inclusion 
of the leaping horses that pull the vehicle. This pictorial phenomenon is due in part to the 
alignment of the king with an outer end of the chariot wheel along an imaginery line, perpen- 
dicular to the ground, that bisects the upper vertex of the triangular framework of the compo- 
sition. In addition, the vertical-horizontal axes of the wheel spokes, which take precedence over 
the diagonal ones, solidify the notion of an "at rest" chariot. 

The second and third episodes of the lion hunt from the chariot are composed similarly to the 
first one; major variations occur in the types of weapons held by the Assyrian king-broad short 
sword and lance-and in the poses of those lions which form part of the triangular framework 
of each composition (Figs. 23, 24). Aligned side by side on the wall surface, the two lion hunt 
episodes are mirror-images of each other (Fig. 25), with the exception of the variations just 
noted, and at the baseline where the two triangular configurations of the compositions meet, they 
share the same lion (Ill. 23). This animal, agonized by an arrow that has pierced its face, tilts 
slightly to the right as it stands upright and extends both forelegs outward. It turns its head 
upward, toward a dead lioness stretched out on its back. The particular location of the latter ani- 
mal is of significance pictorially, since its horizontal placement serves to re-direct the viewer to 
the lion hunt episode at the right side. 
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The three lion hunt episodes in room C, combined and treated as a unit, disclose in their struc- 
ture a chevron pattern that derives from the symmetry of reflective repetition (< - - > < -). 
In all probability the three lion hunt episodes were originally designed as a connected series, so 
that the dead lion at the bottom right side of the isolated lion hunt episode, whose lower limbs 
twist obliquely upward, would have marked the end and start of the first and second lion hunt 
episodes, respectively. In addition, the three episodes are discretely bounded by a dying lion 
seated on the ground and turned to the left. Rigid repetition is nicely avoided, however, so that 
each episode of the lion hunt imparts its own sense of dramatic action. The Assyrian king is por- 
trayed within the vertex angle of the triangular framework of each episodic composition, and on 
each occasion he wields a different weapon. These thrice-repeated displays assert Ashurbanipal's 
expertise in the use of weaponry and, from his lavish dress, posture, and dominance among the 
figural grouping in the chariot, they also signal in a symbolic way his potency in the sphere of 
rulership. 

One extant series of three-register bas-reliefs that originally decorated one or more walls of 
room S at Ashurbanipal's North Palace is filled with anecdotal displays of the Assyrian king's 
exploits before, during, and after the wild animal hunt. In one section where the hunt of lions is 
illustrated several times, specifically in the upper and middle registers, three anecdotes show 
Ashurbanipal on foot and on horseback attacking these animals, and the pictorial descriptions are 
effectively isolated from one another by the ample space that surrounds them (111. 24). Nonethe- 
less, in those art works one can distinguish triangular configurations that are masterfully inter- 
connected by the diagonal axes underlying the respective anecdotes and, more importantly, by 
the respective positions of the thrice-repeated Assyrian king and the thrice-repeated lion, re- 
spectively, as indicated in Fig. 26. For example, the triangular configuration formed by the an- 
gles GBH encloses the entire anecdotal scene in the middle register. The extension of segment 
BH to point C in the upper register allows for the construction of a triangle formed by angles 
GBC, thus enclosing two anecdotal scenes of the royal hunt. 

The central motif that interconnects the three views of the royal hunt is the king on horseback, 
turned to the right, in the act of spearing a lion whose body twists to the left in an upright 
position. These subjects-king, horse, lion-are contained within a framework that is equivalent 
to an isosceles triangle (AAOB) (see Czichon 1992:186,P1.77). The same framework is repeated 
mirror-image in the upper register, defined by the vertices that end in the heads of the thrice- 
repeated Assyrian king, respectively (ACOD). Still another triangular framework links the three 
views of the lion hunt, this time formed by the three lions shown in the upper and middle regis- 
ters (Fig. 27). These animals fit into a near isosceles triangle, and the directions that their 
postures take lead the viewer from the middle register to the upper one in a counterclockwise 
circular movement. 

The triangular framework formed by the lions and the one whose vertices occur in the heads 
of the thrice-repeated Assyrian king, overlap one another in a manner that may be more than 
coincidental. At the apex of the triangle formed.by the lions, one might expect to find a figure 
of superior rank, as demonstrated in the art work discussed above. Certainly, Assyrian kings 
considered the lion to be the most formidable protagonist in the animal world. However, as the 
anecdotal scene in the upper register illustrates, the implied superior position of the lion whose 
height, incidentally, equals that of the king, is successfully challenged by Ashurbanipal. The 
Assyrian king grasps the animal at the neck and, with a calm befitting his status, plunges a sword 
through its body. Oddly, at the very moment when the lion is stabbed, it is also already dead, 
as revealed by an arrow that has pierced its forehead. The concept of Ashurbanipal's superiority 
over his most powerful foe, translated into a visual image, is reinforced by the appearance of the 
king on horseback at the apex which joins the two mirror-image triangular frameworks (see Fig. 
26, point 0 )  and there, too, the royal personage actively attacks and kills a lion. 
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Thus, the three lion hunt episodes from room S are founded upon a carefully planned design 
in which a series of triangular configurations coordinate and interact with one another. It is this 
underlying design that gives the sense of balance and harmony to the grouping of the three anec- 
dotes. Furthermore, the sculptor of the reliefs worked in a technique that was delicate and 
precise, and his artistic skills provide the visual richness that is evident in these and related extant 
stone carvings. 



VI. DIMENSIONALITY 

Dimensionality, the relationship of objects at different distances, was assimilated with cautious 
restraint in Assyrian narrative compositions. In this matter the general principle of retaining the 
integrity of the flat stone surface was consequential. Priority of the distribution of the principal 
subjects was given to the foreground, the frontal picture plane. Oftentimes in huge mural compo- 
sitions filled with subject matter, figural subjects central to the content of a scene and drawn high 
up on the stone surface were of equal size to those drawn further down; but they appeared more 
distant perceptually, since the separation between the upper figure and the viewer actually increas- 
ed. Where the spatial area in Assyrian compositions indicated a notion of depth or distance, it 
was bounded by the contours of concrete forms that touched upon the plain background. The lat- 
ter feature was understood as either a void surrounding the solid forms or the empty space located 
beyond the recognizable features. 

Spatial Distance 

Exploration into the technique of linear perspective, giving the impression or illusion of dis- 
tance, was not pursued. That method necessitates the ordering of a composition from a fixed 
viewpoint and its application imposes a graduated linear diminution of forms placed within a spa- 
tial setting. These factors are counter to the principles of Assyrian art, which stress (1) the laying 
out of pictorial displays along horizontal and vertical arrangements; (2) the clarity and com- 
pleteness of individual forms; (3) the increased or reduced size of forms according to their rela- 
tive importance in a pictorial design. Nonetheless, Assyrian works of art disclose a knowledge 
of depth perspective which was often adapted effectively in narrative compositions. 

A solution to the problem of spatial distance between objects was the laying out of depth planes 
in vertical alignment. This method was common in compositions showing broad vistas, and prob- 
ably derives from observed knowledge. In the absence of fixed vertical markers in the desert-like 
scrub terrain known to the ancient Assyrians, measured distances may appear misleading, while 
the spreading landscape may be viewed as a series of horizontal divides leading to a high horizon 
formed by the distant mountain ranges (Layard 1849:25-29). These factors help explain the gener- 
ally accepted formulas that were devised for the structuring of narrative compositions in which 
depth and distance are prominent characteristics. 

In a composition where the several levels of depth were clearly defined for the field of activity 
(e.g., foreground, middle ground, background), the relevant figural subjects were arranged in 
the respective depth planes according to their relationship to one another within the narrative 
scene (see Albenda 1972; Watanabe 1991). This solution, however, generally ignored the diminu- 
tion of subject matter as would occur in linear perspective. Rather, the degree of diminution in 
a scene was determined by the need to depict subjects in their entirety, such as a citadel or a 
battering ram, and by the desire to emphasize through size the relative importance of select sub- 
jects. Nonetheless, Assyrian artists recognized that perceptual logic had to be maintained in a 
composition and, generally, they avoided a distortion of the spatial field which might have oc- 
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curred either through improper placement in a given depth plane or through faulty overlapping. 

Landscape Scenes 

This chapter singles out five landscape scenes containing human activity. Each example was 
created in the reign of a different Assyrian king, thereby encompassing some two hundred years 
of artistic production. The landscape scenes are outstanding as individual works of Assyrian art 
and their compositions display exemplary solutions to the problem of dimensionality. Three of 
the landscape scenes are entirely or mostly extant; the other two are preserved as line drawings 
made at the time of their discovery in the nineteenth century. When viewing the original draw- 
ings, a mental separation between the masterful skills of the modem draftsmen, Eugene Flandin 
and Frederick Charles Cooper, respectively, and the artistic intentions of the Assyrian artists need 
to be made, to better appreciate the original compositions. 

Ashurnasirpal II. Carved upon the upper register of a stone block originating from room B 
of the Northwest Palace of Ashumasirpal 11, is a scene that centers upon three foes swimming 
in retreat across a river, from left to right, toward a citadel on an island (H1. 25). Its inhabitants 
appear on the walls with gestures of defeat, and they observe both the swimmers and the armed 
Assyrian soldiers who advance from the extreme left side. The scene is a complete unit and whol- 
ly contained within the rectangular surface. Unusual is the landscape that dominates the com- 
position and also provides an environment for the unfolding human activity. 

In the landscape, space is made apparent through three earthly elements surrounding the figural 
subjects: land, water, and air. Land is defined by the narrow rocky terrain edging the river, and 
it separates the latter from the open space above. Water, whose swirling patterns indicate an 
active force, engulfs the swimming foes. Its weightiness is alluded to, by the large citadel con- 
structed on an artificial base that rests solidly upon the water. Air, the empty space above the 
terrestrial elements, envelopes three broadleaf and palm trees that extend upward, from the rocky 
terrain to the top of the register. In a small area between the end of the mountain range and the 
citadel, the airy space breaks through to touch the water, and by this subtle device the three 
earthly elements are connected. 

Priority of the frontal plane is given to the three swimming foes attired in long garments. Two 
individuals move with the aid of inflated animal skins, although their respective left foot is an- 
chored to the baseline. The last detail is significant, for it stabilizes the entire composition. The 
third individual lacks the inflated animal skin and shows arrows in his back-signs of impending 
death-but he is linked to his companions by having both his feet touch one of them. The same 
individual is also linked to the mountain range by showing his head overlapping that landscape 
feature. Consequently, all three swimmers are linked to both the baseline and the terrain, there- 
by avoiding the appearance of "floating" in the frontal picture plane. The slight overlapping 
sequence of the swimming foes aligned in parallel formation, but with their bodies shifted ob- 
liquely upward, leads the viewer to the middle ground of the composition. The base of the citadel 
marks the start of this depth plane and the uppermost swimmer, situated within the same plane, 
provides the crucial linkage between the foreground and the middle ground. 

At the extreme left side two Assyrian soldiers advance at a run to the right, over the rocky 
terrain. They are drawn small in relation to the swimming foes, thus highlighting their distance 
from the frontal plane. The far distance is indicated by the rocky terrain, whose undulating shape 
extends diagonally across a large portion of the surface and tapers to a point at the horizon de- 
fined by the upper edge of the river, described above. The oblique alignments of the mountain 
range, the three trees of gradually decreasing size, and the swimming foes hint at an awareness 
of linear perspective-but only a hint. 
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Despite the inclusion of depth planes in the designing of the landscape composition from the 
Northwest Palace, the problem of depicting measured distances is ignored. All the described fea- 
tures in the con~position have been arranged according to their respective importance to the nar- 
rative, and their relative sizes have been modified to comply with the requirements of diminution 
effected by the use of depth planes. The result is a landscape where receding forms are contained 
within a shallow area. Nonetheless, the distribution of the subject matter in which stepped over- 
lapping, oblique lines, and directional movement are key aspects, does convey a sense of spa- 
ciousness provided by the broad areas surrounding the subjects and by the notion of distance that 
extends beyond the human actions. 

Tiglath-pileser 111. Among the decorated slabs discovered in the area of the Central Palace of 
Tiglath-pileser I11 at Nimrud, one example illustrates a scene of deportation (Ill. 26). The entire 
surface is utilized for the narrative; however, there is a marked absence of landscape features. 
The single exception is a large double-walled citadel which extends from a low irregular mound 
situated at the base of the register to the top of the slab. A lone date palm tree rises above the 
outer wall and establishes the geographical setting. To the right of the large structure all the ani- 
mal and human subjects are arranged in three tiers against a plain background which probably 
reflects a desert region in Babylonia, the locale of the scene (Barnett and Falkner 1962:xvi-xvii, 
11; Tadmor 1994:239-240). Except for the well defined frontal plane, distant planes are less evi- 
dent in the scene; indeed, spatial depth is delimited by the small human figure at the top of the 
register. Instead, dimensionality in the work of art relies upon the size of individual forms, the 
particular placement of the figural groupings in horizontal and vertical alignments, and the variety 
of animal types with their differing visual weightiness. Underlying the composition is an arrange- 
ment of patterned shapes that strives for both balance and movement, the latter accomplished by 
the animated renderings of the animal and human figures. 

Two battering rams flank a gate of the outer wall of the citadel, which is devoid of human ac- 
tivity, and this image sets the somber atmosphere for the deportation of its women and cattle, 
while the subjugated men may have originally appeared on an adjoining slab. Starting from the 
upper left corner, and descending in a stepped sequence, the outer edge of the double-walled cit- 
adel leads the viewer to the foreground, the lowermost tier of activity. This area contains two 
oxen-driven carts ridden by women and children, and at the start of the line are cattle in a close 
grouping. All move away from the citadel. The renderings of the two conveyances are not entire- 
ly repetitive, since they vary in size and the animals have different gaits. 

At the extreme right side a small palm tree rises behind the cattle and directs the viewer to the 
second tier, which consists of a line of six sheep and rams in overlapping formation. An imagin- 
ery curved groundline formed by the many hooves imparts a stabilizing effect. A similar effect 
occurs with the smaller-sized group of sheep that comprise the third, uppermost tier. In this in- 
stance, however, the diagonal overlap formation of the animals creates a near-to-far effect and 
also leads the viewer downward, toward the composition that originally appeared on the adjoining 
slab. By their reduced size and location high up in the register the same group of sheep, together 
with the Assyrian attendant who urges the animals forward, defines the distant plane of the com- 
position. 

In the mid-section of the landscape appear three Assyrian attendants of equal height, two of 
whom are scribes who turn to the left to face the third individual. Their importance in the narra- 
tive is attested by their relatively large sizes and by their central location in the composition. At 
the same time the three Assyrians establish a focal point that articulates an otherwise loosely 
arranged design. These persons stand upon an imaginary horizontal groundline which may be 
viewed as an extension of the line formed by the crenelated outer wall of the citadel; signifi- 
cantly, the palm tree stands upon the same line. The group of three Assyrians is contained within 
a rectangular .area, separate from the other activities depicted in the scene. The expansion of that 
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area to include the palm tree provides the visual means by which these human figures are anchor- 
ed to a solid structure, the walled citadel. 

Over all, several independent but related events of different time frames have been ingeniously 
combined into a single landscape scene: the defeat of a nowdeserted foreign citadel, the record- 
ing of data related to the past event, and the departure of the local inhabitants and their cattle, 
presumably to some distant place. Thus, dimensionality in the work of art touches upon two as- 
pects-physical space and passage of time (on these subjects see Groenewegen-Frankfort 1951:3- 
11). 

Sargon 11. Landscape settings for human activity gained in importance, in compositions of later 
date. Singled out are two works of art dated to the reigns of Sargon I1 and Sennacherib respect- 
ively, both preserved as line drawings. Crucial to the design of each landscape scene is the place- 
ment of the horizon. In the example of earlier date (111. 27), the horizon is set near the baseline 
so that a broad spatial area takes precedence. Within this area the treatment of human, man-made, 
and topographical features elicits a spatio-temporal mode. In the example of later date (Ill. 28) 
the horizon is set high up in the register and, consequently, priority is given to the landscape that 
reaches to the height of the stone. Here, the graphic descriptions of the sprawling terrain enfold 
human actions. 

As preserved in the drawing, the composition from room 14 of Sargon's royal residence is 
wholly contained in the lower register of two slabs. Upon a narrow river which defines the low 
horizon there appear, from left to right, Assyrian militia and one hapless foe whose feet break 
through the river line, a fierce attack against a heavily fortified citadel atop the sloping side of 
a high hill, and an oddly shaped tall mountain lined with trees. The Assyrians are drawn nearly 
to the top of the register and dominate the frontal plane. In contrast, the decreased scale of the 
military assault and the adjacent mountain fill the distant depth places. The stark transition be- 
tween the near foreground and the far background is modified by two Assyrians of intermediate 
size who advance along an artificial ramp leading to the citadel. The oblique line of the ramp 
emphasizes the linear recession that leads from the Assyrian militia to the citadel. The tall 
mountain tilts slightly to the left, a detail that completes the composition and also serves as a 
marker for a particular terrain. 

The notion of great distance described in the composition may be interpreted as a symbolic dis- 
play that extols the military power of the Assyrian army as it advances into a distant land. Indeed, 
a cuneiform epigraph on the stone relief identifies the citadel as Pazashi (Walker 1986: 112). Al- 
though treated in an imaginative way, the landscape scene may be a reliable representation of a 
region in the Zagros Mountain range, known to the Assyrian artist (see Salvini 1995:Figs. 12,13). 

Sennacherib. The landscape scene from Semacherib's Southwest Palace covers three slabs of 
a mural that originally extended across the walls of room M (48), interrupted by three doorways 
(Layard 1853: 119-120; Russell 1995:79). At the time of discovery the upper section of each slab 
was destroyed; nonetheless, their extant portions, viewed as a unit, describe a lush landscape that 
consists of wooded hills through which a wide river-alive with fish-flows (111. 28). The chang- 
ing topography furnishes the depth planes that are arranged as flat horizontal bands in vertical 
alignment. Low rolling hills lined with trees represent the foreground, and between the hills and 
the river is a plain strip that may indicate a narrow valley. Visually, the plainness of this area 
creates a nice contrast between the scale pattern of the hills and the wavy line-filled flow of the 
river. From the far side of the river the patterned terrain continues to the upper edge of the pre- 
served register, and it is in this section, distant from the foreground, that the various military 
activities of Assyrian soldiers occur. 

In the composition several features offset the flatness of the panoramic scene. At the left side 
of the foreground one hill rises gradually to form a high mound upon which are individual multi- 
storied buildings of elaborate design. The mound overlaps the valley and river and reaches to the 
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level of the distant plane, immediately below an architectural complex situated on a low hill that 
blends into the terrain. The complex consists of two large buildings adjoining a long wall embel- 
lished with contiguous recessed niches. Within the wall are one or more structures. From the 
arched gateway of the enclosure a line of Assyrian soldiers advances downward to the right, over 
the high mound of the foreground, and ceases a short distance from the river. The continuation 
of the linear movement is taken up by five fish in the river, which turn obliquely upward, toward 
a second line of Assyrian soldiers. 

These foot soldiers, larger in size than those in the first group, move away from the inhabited 
area of the terrain and carry off furniture plundered from the residence of the local ruler. The 
interrelated lines of movement direct the viewer from the frontal picture plane to the distant one, 
then to the middle one, and back again to the distant plane where the linear movement continues 
to the adjoining slab (destroyed). The somewhat zigzag course permits the viewer to study details 
of interest which are dispersed throughout the landscape, including a large tree with nesting birds 
and the elaborate buildings containing Aeolic balustrades for windows (see Betancourt 1977:40- 
43,P1.26; Mazar 1992:424-427,Figs. 10: 13,lO: 14). 

Ashurbanipal. Dimensionally compressed to the near frontal plane is highlighted in one stone 
relief that originated from room M of Ashurbanipal's North Palace (Ill. 29). The extant relief is 
part of a long panel consisting of five slabs framed by two doorways, on which is represented 
an Assyrian military campaign in Egypt (Barnett 1976:45-46,47,Pl.XXXVI). From the preserved 
evidence, the narrative scene was divided into five registers of equal height; unfortunately the top 
(fifth) register is destroyed throughout. 

The extant relief retains the same division of registers, and each register is equivalent to a 
different level of depth. A wavy horizontal line in the bottom register sub-divides the frontal 
plane into two areas of terrain: a narrow plain strip probably representing the local desert region 
and a wide river filled with fishes and a crab. The distant plane is taken over by a large fortress 
notable for its sloping sides, which stands on the line of the third register and breaks through the 
upper ones, past the rows of Assyrian archers in the third and fourth registers, who advance on 
foot and attack the defenders of the fortress from both sides. Three long ladders lean obliquely 
against the upper walls of the fortress and delineate a pyramidal shape surrounding the structure. 
The ladders also furnish the upward thrust of the military assault. The Assyrian forces ascending 
the ladders and the Kushite defenders of the fortress are drawn on a scale smaller than all the 
other persons depicted in the respective registers, thereby effecting the impression of an event 
occurring in a distant plane. 

That distant event is brought to the foreground of human activity, contained in the second re- 
gister, through means of the curved line of a path that leads from the gate of the fortress to the 
base of the second register. The path supports the right-to-left descent of a row of shackled 
Kushites and their captors, continued by another row of Kushite men and women who move away 
from the military event. Overlaying the scene of assault and the departure of foreign captives is 
another pictorial detail that strengthens the transition from the upper (distant) section to the low- 
er (near) one, and the curved path is the key to that detail. Following the line of the curved path 
into the third register, one may observe a graduated increase in the size of individual human fig- 
ures, beginning with a spearman climbing a ladder, to a kneeling soldier in the act of setting the 
fortress gate ablaze, to the shackled Kushites on the path and, finally, to the long row of captive 
Kushites. The regular increasing size of individual persons from the third to the second register, 
discloses an understanding of linear perspective, and in this instance the technique serves to unite 
two depth planes in a meaningful way. 

Nonetheless, the composition of the extant relief minimizes spatial depth, due to the equal 
division of the registers in which the individual human figures are generally similar in height, 
with the exceptions noted earlier. Landscape features are restricted to the bottom register, while 
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the renderings of foreigners gain in number and importance. In particular, an interest in the por- 
trayal of the local inhabitants shows them to be Egyptians who appear in the second register, a 
short distance from the Kushites (Spalinger 198153-58). In the designing of the scene on the ex- 
tant relief, the spatial sphere is divided into neat horizontal bands and serves as the backdrop for 
the interplay of human events and the accurate renderings of foreign populations. 



VII. CONCLUSIONS 

The production of the palace wall reliefs originated with the expressed purpose of the Assyrian 
kings to record in visual form the military successes encountered during their respective reigns. 
The medium of stone for the vast displays of Assyrian military power, as well as religious 
themes, evoked a quality of permanence that superseded the customary medium of painting. This 
quality derives from the material itself and probably accounts for the prominent placement of the 
stone slabs along the lower walls of chambers in the royal residences. There is evidence, how- 
ever, that polychrome painting decorated the upper walls of the same chambers and consisted of 
narrative scenes or decorative motifs or both (Layard 1849al2: 17; 1849b: 19,Pl.86 bottom; Loud 
1936:23,67-71,Pls. 1-111; Mallowan 1966: 105-106). One can only imagine how the two art media, 
one sculpted in low relief and the other rendered in bold flat colors, complemented each other 
within the same chamber. 

Occasional references to the visual arts occur in royal inscriptions dealing with the construction 
of new palaces. These references are brief but instructive. The ninth-century king, Ashurnasirpal 
11, for example, states simply: 

I depicted in greenish glaze on their walls my heroic praises in that I had gone right across the 
highlands, land [and] sea, the conquest of all lands. (Grayson 1976:No.677) 

The eighth-century king, Sargon 11, is more descriptive: 

. . . great slabs of limestone-the [enemy] towns which my hands had captured I sculptured 
thereon and I had them set up around their [interior] walls; I made them objects of astonishment. 
(Luckenbill 1927:No. 73) 

A recent translation of the same passage gives the following: 

On full-size orthostats of limestone I portrayed in relief the dwelling-places of my captive peoples 
. . . and I placed them round the lower courses of the walls. I made them ready for exhibition(?), 
placing the appropriate [colors] upon them, throughout the palaces, in the craft of the color artist. 
(Kinnier Wilson 1972:67) 

Sennacherib, the son of Sargon 11, states: 

. . . great slabs of limestone, the enemy tribes, whom my hands had conquered, dragged through 
them [the doors], and I had them set up around their walls-I made them objects of astonishment 
[variant: I made them wonderful to behold.] (Luckenbill 1927:Nos.367,392,413) 

The above statements disclose the importance of a readily available labor force, consisting 
mainly of subjugated peoples taken from foreign lands, and the superior capabilities of master 
artists and craftsmen who formulated and coordinated the artistic programs associated with the 
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buildings of the palace complexes. Administrative texts single out the categories of craft spe- 
cialists, which include sculptors, engravers, painters, and metal workers, and they sometimes 
describe the routine activities of these men (Kinnier-Wilson 1972:64-67; Parpola 1987:Nos.66, 
110,145,164,165; Lanfranchi and Parpola 1990:Nos. 17,282,297-299; Fales and Postgate 1995: 
XV-XVIII). The challenge for the designers of the wall reliefs was to reinterpret ordinary visual 
descriptions into new arrangements and, by so doing, surpass the artistic accomplishments made 
in previous reigns. Indeed, as works of art many compositions reveal the handiwork of individual 
master artists whose identities are mostly unrecorded in the Assyrian texts. 

The representational subjects of the Assyrian wall reliefs were rendered two-dimensionally. 
However, the carving of huge-scale human and animal figures stresses a three-dimensional aspect 
and the modeling of details generally accentuates the concreteness of individual forms. Figural 
subjects in formulaic groupings and narrative scenes were organized according to five styles of 
composition. These styles, defined and described with exemplars in the previous chapters, furnish 
the framework within which artistic methods devised the finite or whole compositions that range 
from panel to mural to horizontal wrap-around types. There are instances where more than one 
defined style occurs in the same composition, thereby expanding the complexity of the narrative 
scene. In exemplary works of art, however, one scheme takes precedence, as, for example, tri- 
angularity over activity (Ills. 20-22) or dimensionality over centrality (Ill. 27). 

In the designing of narrative scenes, activity as a style was fundamental, since the actions of 
men and animals contained in the scenes were of central interest. The scheme of activity was for- 
mulated to accord with the specific kinds of subject matter that prevailed in Assyrian art. Four 
main phases of activity were differentiated: act, orderly action, vigorous action, motion-and they 
affected the ways in which the subjects of compositions were organized into patterns of movement 
and countermovement, tension and harmony, rhythmic flow and discontinuity. 

Symmetry in the visual arts of Assyria expressed the ideals of formal beauty. It underlies the 
organization of decorative and formal schemes created especially for Assyrian royal residences. 
The geometric meaning of symmetry was pervasive, and a knowledge of that branch of mathema- 
tics was basic for the designing of iconographic motifs that incorporate reflection symmetry (strict 
mirror imagery) and bilateral symmetry (left and right of a vertical axis). Another facet of sym- 
metry was introduced early on, in the art of the Assyrian empire: rotation symmetry. The knowl- 
edge derived from rotation symmetry led to an awareness of how solid forms in space could be 
depicted on a flat plane. 

In narrative compositions the centering of a prominent motif led to a method of design in which 
figure groupings are arranged to the left and right of center, an area occupied by the Assyrian 
king or a foreign city under attack. The style of centrality in these compositions takes on an as- 
pect of symmetry that emphasizes a concordance of parts on either side of a central axis. In ad- 
dition, the bringing together of all the parts is achieved by directing the lateral subjects toward 
the central motif, the focus of the narrative. Later periods of Assyrian art explored the ways in 
which the self-contained closed compositions imposed by the style of centrality could articulate 
with other independent but related scenes on the same series of wall reliefs, so as to increase the 
scope of the pictorial drama. 

Triangular configurations for narrative scenes were adapted infrequently. Their application re- 
quired the manipulation of subject matter to conform to the underlying three-sided shape. The 
special characteristic of a triangle resting upon a horizontal base-the rise and fall of the oblique 
sides forming a high point or vertex where they meet-was found to be suitable in episodes of 
the hunt or battle. In those instances the combatants were the Assyrian king and the lion, and an 
Assyrian cavalryman and foe, respectively. The positioning of the king or soldier near the apex 
of the triangular design established a hierarchical order of prowess and power dominated by the 
Assyrian figure. A two-fold meaning may be inherent in these compositions. The recognizable 
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aspect deals with the human level of activity and a more purposeful intent asserts Assyrian su- 
premacy over all enemies. 

In landscape scenes where a multi-level distribution of subject matter prevailed, solutions to 
the problems of rendering depth of field and spatial distance varied. Linkage and overlapping 
forms, from the baseline to an upper area of the composition, were usual methods for marking 
the transition from the frontal plane to a distant one. Within the same composition figures were 
increased or decreased in size to accord with their relative importance in the narrative scene. In 
addition, a consequence of the selective placement of figural forms among the previously set 
depth planes is the notion of activity and spatial distance within a topographical setting. Knowl- 
edge of linear perspective is indicated in several works of art. However, this method of rendering 
dimensionality was not explored, since, visually, it disrupts the flatness of the picture plane. 
Possibly, the use of measured diminution was rejected as too restrictive for the kinds of compo- 
sitional schemes that were devised. 

The extraordinary output of masterfully designed and executed compositions carved in stone 
highlights the Assyrian wall reliefs. Repetitive descriptions of prescribed religious, military, and 
processional themes were generally avoided. Rather, much artistic endeavor was devoted to pro- 
ducing works of art that excelled technically and were both novel and monumental for their time. 
Thus the palace wall reliefs exemplify the artistic vitality that flourished during the period of the 
Assyrian empire. 
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Fig. 1. General plans of Assyrian palaces. Top left: Northwest Palace of Ashurnasirpal I1 
at Nimrud. Top right: Palace of Sargon I1 at Khorsabad. Lower left: Southwest Palace of 
Sennacherib at Nineveh. Lower right: North Palace of Ashurbani pal at Nineveh. 
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Fig. 2. Colossal heraldic emblem from the fapde fronting the throne room in court MII. 
After an original drawing. Albenda 1986:P1.37. 

Fig. 3. Stele of Ashurnasirpal 11. Schematic 
drawing indicating linear directions. 

Fig. 4. Scene on a stele of Ashurbelkala. Sche- 
matic drawing indicating linear directions. 
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Fig. 5. Plan and elevation of room 10 in the Assyrian Palace at Khorsabad. Dotted lines 
indicate direction of processions along both walls. Redrawn. Albenda 1986:P1.26. 

Fig. 6. Schematic plan and elevation of room F in the North Palace. After Barnett 1976: 
Pls . m - X X I .  
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Fig. 7. British Museum 124926. Numbered sequence of a continuous action given to the 
camel-ridden Arabs. 

Fig. 8. Rearrangement of the camel-ridden Arabs, as indicated in Figure 7. 
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Fig. 9. Wall painting from Ti1 Barsip. Redrawn and expanded. Thureau-Dangin and Dun- 
and 1936:Pl.XLVII. 

Fig. 10. Decorated wall knob-plate (reconstructed). Albenda 1991:Fig.2. 
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Fig. 11. Line drawing of threshold slab. Musk du Louvre A 0  19915. Redrawn. Albenda 
1978:Pls.19,20. 

Fig. 12. Line drawings of winged genies 
originating from different entrances in 
the Northwest Palace at Nimrud. 
British ' ~ u s e u m  124561 (left) and British 
Museum 124560 (right). Paley 1976:Figs. 
21c,21d. 

Fig. 13. Line drawings of guardian figures. 
British Museum 118918 (above) and British 
Museum 118917 (below). Albenda 1992:Figs.5,6. 



Legend 
BM 118918 

I 
F = f r o n t  view 
B = back view 
S = s ide  view 
A - spec t a to r  -- = paired group 

of f i gu re s  

Fig. 14. Top left: schematic elevation of wall reliefs 
BM 118918 and BM 118917 in entrance A. Top right: 
alignment of the guardian figures, as depicted on the 
reliefs. Bottom: schematic rotation of the guardian 
figures along the four cardinal points. Albenda 1992: 
Fig.7. 

Fig. 15. Schematic drawing of wall reliefs from the throne room of the Northwest Palace at 
Nimrud. Redrawn. MeuszyAski 197570-71. 
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Fig. 16. Schematic plan and elevation of room 9 in the Assyrian Palace at Khorsabad. Al- 
benda 1986:P1.63. 

Fig. 17. Layard's drawing of a wall relief from the Southwest Palace at Nimrud. Redrawn. 
Barnett and Falkner 1962:Pl.CXVIII. 



Fig. 18. Layard's drawing of wall reliefs from the Central Palace at Nimrud. Redrawn. Bar- 
nett and Falkner 1962:Pls.X,XI. 

Fig. 19. Schematic design of slabs 15-19 (lower register) in room 2 of the Assyrian Palace 
at Khorsabad. Dotted arrows indicate main movements: K = Assyrian king in his chariot. 
Albenda 1986:Pls.119-121. 
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Fig. 20. Triangular scheme of British Museum 118907; see Illustration 18. 

Fig. 21. Triangular scheme of British Museum 124534; see Illustration 19. Albenda 1972: 
Fig.11. 
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Fig. 22. Triangular scheme of British Museum 124866-124868; see Illustration 20. 

Fig. 23. Triangular scheme of British Museum 124850-124851; see Illustration 21. 



Pauline Albenda 

Fig. 26. Triangular schemes contained in the two upper registers of British Museum 124874- 
124876; see Illustration 24. 

Fig. 27. Triangular scheme of lions shown in British Museum 124874-124876; see Illustration 
24. 
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III. 1. Wall relief. Colossal winged genie. 111. 2. Stele of Ashurnasirpal II .
Musde du Louvre A O19863 (detail). British Museum 118805. 
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111. 3. The Assyrian king in his chariot. A. H. Layard, original drawing. British Museum. 

Ill.5. Wall relief. Assyrian army overtaking foes. British Museum 124544. 
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Ill. 4. Wall relief. Two processions of Elamites moving in opposite directions. British 
Museum 124935-124937. 

Ill. 6. Wall relief. Continuation of Illustration 5. British Museum 124546. 



Ill . 7. Assyrian battle against the Elamites. A. H. Layard, original drawing. British Mu- 
seum. 
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Ill. 8. Continuation of Illustration 7. A. H. Layard, original drawing. British Museum. 
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I l l . 9. Wall relief. Assyrian battle against the Arabs. British Museum 124926. 

Ill. 10. Wall relief. Assyrian king and genies flanking a stylized tree. British Museum 
124531. 
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Ill. 11. Wall relief. Assyrian soldiers in formation. British Museum 124859-124861. 

111. 12. Reconstruction of fapde from court VIII of the Palace at Khorsabad. E. Flandin, 
original drawing (detail). Bibliothgque de l'Institutde France. 



Ill. 14. Wall relief from room 2 of the Palace at Khorsabad. E. Flandin, original drawing 
(lower register). Bibliotheque de l'Institut de France. 

Ill.15. Continuation of Illustration 14. E. Flandin, original drawing (lower register). Biblio- 
thkque de l'Institut de France. 



Monumental Art of the Assyrian Empire 65 



66 Pauline Albenda 

111. 16. Relief from room 5 of the Palace at Khorsabad. E. Flandin, original drawing (lower 
register). Bibliothkque de I'Institut de France. 

111. 18. Wall relief. Assyrian cavalrymen overtake a foe on horseback. British Museum 
118907. 
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Ill. 21. Wall relief. King Ashurbanipal lion hunt from room C. British Museum 124850- 
124851. 

Ill. 23. Wall relief. Lion. Continuation of Illustration 21. British Museum 124852. 
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Ill. 24. Wall relief. King Ashurbanipal lion hunt from room S. British Museum 124874- 
124876. 

Ill. 26. Wall relief. Deportation of foreigners from a city in Babylonia. British Museum 
118882. 
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Ill. 28. Landscaped view of a foreign city near a river. F. C. Cooper, original drawing. 
British Museum. 

111. 29. Wall relief. Assyrian attack against a city in Egypt. British Museum 124928. 
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