Assessment: Analysis of art object

Cyrus II established the Achaemenid Empire in 550BC (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2004) after the defeat of King Astyages of Media.  The building of the palace of Persepolis began under his son Darius I and was designed as his seat of power over the Achaemenid Empire. I have chosen to examine the Apadāna at Persepolis, with a specific focus on the northern staircase, which includes one of the most famous Persian imagery, the lion-bull relief.  I will examine the Apadāna primarily through the symbolic approach as I believe it is a helpful approach for engaging with the art at Persepolis as art is “designed to evoke reactions, as well as promote ideas” (Morgan, 2017, p793).

Art can be seen as a method used by individuals of any social status, whether by a lower status individual or an elite such as political leaders, to encode key measures to a local population and therefore contains symbolic content which the local culture would understand.  These can also have an emotional effect on the viewer, creating feelings of awe and can cast “a spell over us that we see the real world in an enchanted form” (Gell, 1992, p44), allowing for a deeper engagement by the viewer of the art.  This often goes beyond just the imagery as the viewer can be inspired by the technical skill of the sculpture, further reinforcing the ‘enchantment’ that Gell references, though this will not be the focus of this assessment of the Apadāna. The viewer may consider the skill of the sculpture and wonder at the methodology used to create the art as they may not themselves have the necessary skills to create the object being viewed.  The use of symbols within the art object allows specific important and often official narratives to be given to the viewer, including political ideas and doctrines.  In terms of Persepolis, the site contains a mixture of pictorial reliefs alongside written scripts, which would allow all social classes to engage with the communication of the site.  Both the pictures and the inscription reinforce the other, with the inscription summarising successes and justifications for their reign (see the inscription in the appendix), which “was intended for local propaganda” (Skjærvø, 2014,  p177). However, there is debate whether the Apadāna was built under Darius but was instead built by his heir, Xerxes (Lendering, J et al., 2014).  The inscription imagines Xerxes (Darius’ heir and completer of the palace)  as a great ruler, powerful but fair.  The sculpture on the pictorial reliefs on the northern staircase of the Apadāna reinforce this message as a careful examination of these images allows us to speculate on two things: firstly the self-image of not only Darius the Great as King, and secondly how he and his heirs (in this case Xerxes) wished to be viewed by his people both locally and across the Achaemenid Empire.  This is supported by the knowledge that “since antiquity, the potency of the image was recognised and utilised, particularly by those in positions of power” (Pak-Shiraz, 2017, p761), which is a view that can be supported by an examination of the Apadāna and the various images contained within them.

Persepolis was created and designed to be the principal seat of Darius’ power in the Achaemenid Empire, which can be directly seen in the symbolic nature of the northern staircase of the Apadāna.  In fact, symbolic images can be “explicitly intended to function as weapons in psychological warfare” (Gell, 1992, p44), which is an interpretation I support.  I support this because the imagery contained on the Apadāna is overwhelming to the viewer; the composition of different registers of individuals draws your eye up the stairs onto the repeated motif of the lion gorging the bull, before leading us onto the central panel, showing Darius in the middle on his throne and Xerxes behind (Lendering, J et al. 2014).  We are drawn into the art on an emotional level due to the level of skilled craftsmanship detailed by the near-perfect repetition of the different figures and the animals.   The staircase contains three central registers, which portray figures which are believed to be a mixture of Persian nobles, soldiers and guards - all carrying gifts of tribute towards a central figure of the king (University of Chicago, 2022), with each figure distinguished by their dress and hairstyles (appendix image 3).  One issue with an analysis of an ancient object as a symbol of communication is highlighted by Colburn, who provides an examination of the work of Gemelli, who wrote a description and analysis of Persepolis in 1694.  Gemelli “is often vague, misunderstands the content of the reliefs” (Colburn, 2017, p181), such as interpreting the staircase relief as “a sacrificial procession” (Colburn, 2017, p182).  This idea is further supported by the fact that, as western historians, we will inevitably examine Ancient Near East art objects with “Eurocentric notions of history” (Root, 2002, p3), meaning that interpretations of said objects will be culturally biased as a result.  The staircases themselves show clear “stylistic differences” (Root, 1979, p89) in the dress and presentation of the nobles, which is argued to suggest that the “facades were not carved at the same time” (Root, 1979, p89). However, there is no discussion of any possible significance of these differences in terms of our understanding of the messages being communicated through their differing design.  What does seem to be being communicated to me through the registers of figures is that of a large, widespread Empire, all of which are willingly coming to give honour to the Great King.  This could reinforce the royal communication that Darius had the “right to exercise power and assert his status” (Morgan, 2017, p788), enforcing the idea that he (and his heirs) were above the elite of the Persian court, as well as above the people of the Empire.  Those visiting the palace would undoubtedly be given this impression through the symbolic communication of the art on the northern staircase registers.

There has been a great deal of scholarly debate over the interpretation of the bull-lion motif contained on the northern staircase of the Apadāna, which I would argue helps to prove the usefulness of looking at art as a form of communication as the debate highlights the different co-existing messages being communicated to the viewer.  Often animals such as bulls and lions are depicted “because of their own qualities of strength and fierceness” (Benzel, 2010, p30), which would tie in the inscription portraying Darius and Xerxes as great and powerful kings.  The scene itself can be described as a violent sight, with both animals “engaged in a fight for their lives” (Morgan, 2017, p795).  The lion has sunk their teeth into the bull’s hind, and the bull, in response, has its head pulled up and back in pain (appendix image 1).  The use of aesthetics as a theory could be of help here, as “the image of a bull is realistic and makes a vivid impression on the spectator” (Veisi, 2014, p208), with the bull showing a wide range of expressions due to the seemingly unexpected attack by the lion.  Sathe (2012) describes the bulls as being almost alive on the relief, with the sculpture being described as animated.   Using the aesthetic theory, I would suggest that the designer and artist has designed the sculpture to be pleasing to the eye, especially as the two reliefs are symmetrical in their design, flanking the central image of the Great King.  The symmetry is extremely pleasing to the eye, although using this theory does highlight the problem of the viewer’s cultural perspective and how this then impacts their response to the art.  For example, the bull-lion gorging scene has been described as “out of place and substandard panels” (Dekhane, 2016, p105), which is a clear dismissal of the art, despite what I would consider the obvious beauty in the design and accomplishment of the artist.  What I have valued in terms of the aesthetics (the face of the bull, the detail on the lion) has not had the same effect on another viewer.  This shows what I see as the limitation of the aesthetic approach.    

The use of the bull-lion gorging scene as a form of religious communication is the most hotly debated theme.  The image has been seen as too “[represent] the famous Nowrous festival” (Dekhane, 2016, p105), with the lion believed to represent the sun and the bull the night.  This would therefore give a symbolic representation of the Spring festival, with Herzfeld (Morgan, 2017, p792) interpreting the sculptures as the zodiac signs of Leo and Taurus, who appear in the sky during the Spring equinox.  This idea could be supported with an interpretation of the figures in the registers being a representation of a religious procession.  However, this has been discredited by scholars such as Sathe (2012), who points out that the Nowrous festival was not celebrated at Persepolis at the time of the palaces’ construction, so this concept of a solely religious communication can be put aside.  

A stronger series of interpretations of the lion-bull motif focus on the bull itself.   Scholars have argued that “the architecture of Achaemenid buildings and their relief sculpture was designed to reflect and reinforce the power and status of the Great King” (Morgan, 2017, p787), which would explain the choices of bulls and lions in the relief of the northern staircase.   Bulls are represented throughout the palace of Persepolis, with different interpretations abound due to their different placements in terms of height, position and design. Sathe (2012) argues that their frequency near important locations, such as the throne room and the Apadāna, suggests the bull was a significant symbolic feature of the art of Persepolis.  While this example is beyond my focus on the northern staircase, this communicated message of power is shown through the lion-gorging motif as well.  The idea that the bull-lion scene is communicating different traits of kingship that Darius (and Xerxes) wanted their subjects to understand is clear to see, as “images of kingship were closely linked with certain animals” (Bezel, 2010, p31), supporting Sathe’s argument.  As bulls are powerful animals in their own right, the image of a bull on the Apadāna would be “used to emphasize the king’s role as the protector of the viewer who had to pass by the dangerous scenes and the threatening lions as they ascended the stairs” (Pak-Shiraz, 2017, p762).   The bull could be seen as a symbol of fertility and power (Sathe, 2012), communicating the idea that the Great King was bringing strength and security to the Empire, as well as ensuring the fertility required for successful harvests - ensuring long term economic and social prosperity for their people.

In conclusion, it is clear that the theory that art in the Near East can be examined as agents of communication.  While looking at the art on the Apadāna at Persepolis, we can enjoy the art on an aesthetic level; the influence of our own cultures, beliefs and preferences can mean that the viewer could dismiss the art at Persepolis as not being ‘art enough’.  Assessing the art in terms of the communication of messages by the designer (or patron) allows us, the viewer to interpret the art in different ways.  It is true to say that there has been much disagreement on what the art is trying to communicate, but I would suggest that is the strength of the communication theory.  Kings in the Near East were often trying to convey a range of different messages, often aimed at separate and distinct groups.  The symbols used in the art allow these different groups to engage with the art and understand the message being communicated to them.
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Appendix
Image 1 - bull-lion gorging scene on the west of the northern staircase
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Image 2 - image of registers
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Image 3 - image of registers and bull-lion gorge scene
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Inscription
A great God is Ahuramazda, who created this earth, who created yonder sky, who created man, who created happiness for man, who made Xerxes king, one king of many, one lord of many.
I am Xerxes, the Great King, King of Kings, King of countries containing many kinds (of men), King in this great earth far and wide, son of King Darius, an Achaemenian.
Proclaims Xerxes the King: By the favour of Ahuramazda I built this Gateway of All Nations. I built many other beautiful things in Persia. I built them and my father built them. All beautiful things we built, we have built by the favour of Ahuramazda.
Proclaims Xerxes the King: May Ahuramazda protect me from harm, and this land, and whatever was built by me as well as what has been built by my father.
(Taken from https://www.livius.org/articles/place/persepolis; accessed on 10 March 2022)
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