Abstract:
Aesthetics in contemporary times, is a critical exploration and reflection on art, culture, and nature, in which our tangible senses become captivated by the world around us in both good and bad ways, these experiences can then shape our perceptions of what can be known as beauty or taste. This discussion will delve into the origins of aesthetics, to develop a nuanced understanding, which can applied to aid in  interpretation of the rich and exquisite artwork of the Neo-Assyrians (934-609 BCE).
Aesthetics:
Aesthetics, as an anthropological and philosophical perspective was not developed by one scholar or theoretical examination, instead it represents progressive and successive re-examinations of the conception of ‘art’ as an object or a thing and ways in which the senses; sight, touch, sound, smell, and taste (particularly sight and touch) react or enact to specific cultural or individually perceived values, judgements, experiences, and beauty (Walton, 2007, pp.147; Sonik, 2022, pp.530). Modern aesthetics is broadly a sensuous experience of art, which inflects beauty, the sensuous, the rhythmic or the emotive. The origins of aesthetics can be identified from the classical sources as with Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Poetics (Bychkov & Sheppard, 2010, pp.xi) Plato’s interpretation is rather minimalistic surmising that art (and beauty) is a form of mimesis (Halliwell, 2002, pp.5), and that pursuit of beauty provides far too much an influence on moral and political learning (Ruskin, 2015, pp.3). Aristotle, in contrast to Plato suggests that beauty cannot be absolute, and that symmetry, size, ratio and definiteness determine the perceptual level of beauty assigned to art forms (Marshall, 1953, pp.229). Moreover, Aristotle surmises that the aim of art is simple instantaneous pleasure, in which mimesis implied a heightened level of knowledge and discovery of the subject and simulacrum. Plato and Aristotle’s classical examinations of beauty and art predate the development of modern aesthetics (Porter, 2010, pp.1-2; Halliwell, 2002, pp.31; Sonik, 2022, pp.545). 
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Fig. 1 – (Layard, 1849). An Artist’s impression of a hallway entrance at the Assyrian palace of Nineveh, features detailed wall reliefs, twin lamassu and an extensive use of painted colour on creation but has faded with time.
The Age of Enlightenment during the 17th and 18th centuries in Europe, marked an intellectual and philosophical movement, which had lasting global effects and Influence, and saw the propagation of aesthetics into elite and popular culture (Tsien, 2004). New ideals and ideas developed around (fine) art as the ‘non-utilitarian’ object of ‘disinterested contemplation’ (Sonik, 2022, pp.531) providing new focal loci for reaction and engagement with art, in the form of galleries, public museums and exhibits. Innovative ideas of how one should present or engage with art emerged- revolving around the then newly thriving discussions on aesthetics, cognition, and the senses (Baumgarten, 1750; Kant, 1790; Hogarth, 1753;). Two reticular thoughts emerged from Western literature and thought and are of particular interest to this discussion: (1) the perception of artworks as objects, and not things, (2) the use of vision as the primary means of engaging with art and aesthetic (material) devices and objects (Sonik, 2022, pp.529). Both ideas find themselves opposed to non-Western and ancient interpretations of art, sensory perceptions, and experiences, that can differ in their consideration and categorization of the ideological, material, and cultural frameworks of aesthetic (Blocker, 2001, pp.3). Moreover, when examining the ancient art of Neo-Assyria, the perception of artwork as ‘an object’ engages with modern western contexts and promotes a limited engagement with the art’s network of agency (Sartwell, 1996), and further distances the art from its original artists and audiences’ perceptions. Despite this the ‘objectification’ of art, provides a simplified two-way glass that can help develop a sensorial map of the object and the reactions of the art-object to stimuli (light, touch, colour, etc) and those engaged with it. 
The Earl of Shaftsbury - (1671-1713), is one of the first scholars to extrapolate the notion of disinterested interest, which drew a distinction between mentally and sensually gratifying possession, and the passive rationalised appreciation of beauty (or art) (Mortensen, 1994, pp.631-3). Shaftsbury’s opposition to primal appetites (mercenary love) was in-part to demarcate humans from (non-human) animals, and a particular emphasis on spiritual development, while maintaining an enhanced relationship with Christianity. This is a poignant point when looking at the application of aestheticism in Ancient Assyria, as Shaftsbury’s mediation further supports the objectification and isolation of art through a deliberate disinterested distance and a disembodied engagement with the object. Moreover, it displays a level of moral, ethical and Christianization embedding itself into philosophical and anthropological applications of aesthetics (Sartwell, 1996). It wasn’t until Baumgarten’s Aesthetica (1750), that modern term of ‘aesthetics’ was coined, and Baumgarten derives that aesthetics is experience of sensation (Gregor, 1983, pp.373; Baumgarten, 1750, pp.311), but not just a response to the stimulation of the senses, but is the study of good versus bad taste, or good and bad art, linking highly perceived beauty to taste (Gregor, 1983, pp.360). Baumgarten’s perceptions are highly developmental, yet he identifies the subjective nature of art to the individual (or culture) and laid the groundwork for stimulating debate amongst academics into Aesthetics. Namely, Kant (1790) who enforces that beauty in aesthetics is neither perfection nor utilitarian but is engaged with meaningful purpose. Kant removed art objects from its socio-political leashes and allowed it to be percieved as a separate entity to exist on its sensory qualities, and that the effect of understanding and imagination produces conceptual beauty (Kant, 1790 [1987], pp.XXXV). However, Kant work does possess limitations as he suggests that aesthetic judgements are only individual (primarily addressing nature) and that beauty must signify moral positivity (Kant, 1790 [1987], pp.132). The nature of ‘Beauty’ is ascribed with clarity by Hogarth’s (1753) aesthetic principles building on the work of Aristotle (fitness, variety, regularity, intricacy, and quantity) which provided a conceptual foundation for contemporary sensory examinations of artworks (Hogarth, 1753, pp.5-7). However, the frameworks are constructed within a framework of specific (western) social, economic, religious, gendered, and scientific developments when looking at Neo-Assyrian artworks.
Aesthetics has been shaped by an aforementioned countless number of scholars of classical, antiquated and cotemporary through schools of philosophy and anthropological thought. Aesthetics will be evaluated in its anthropological nature as multi-faceted engagement between artworks (material culture) and sensory stimuli (sight, touch, sound, and to a lesser extent taste and sight). Moreover, these sensorial engagements will not be considered as static or as passive entanglements, but as malleable reflections of the those engaged with material culture. These entanglements are a product of the process of expression and re-creation of experience through attached values. Aesthetic perceptions values can be renegotiated, transformed, or forgotten. Aesthetic expression begins from the creative process of art objects and as Sharman clarifies aesthetic expression is a dynamic part of cultural transformation (Sharman, 1997, pp.185). Furthermore, aesthetics offers an insight into socio-cultural processes, which delve into the morality (or values) of what experiences are felt and attributed as culturally positive or negative. Ideologically aesthetics is a vast sea of discourse into the nature of experiences and subsequent reactions to them. 
Neo-Assyria
This discussion will examine the Neo-Assyrian Empire (934-609 BCE) as this period represents some exquisite material examples (see fig.3-6) of Neo-Assyrian Art, which lend themselves well to a material analysis of their sensory qualities. Before delving into the aesthetic applications of the rich artistic creations of the ancient Assyrians, a brief contextualisation of their cultural history reveals the influences and origins of their material productions and engagements with social, natural, divine, and political worlds. Mesopotamia is a region of South-west Asia, located along the Tigris-Euphrates River, in the northern zone of the Fertile Crescent, present day Iraq, Iran, Kuwait, Turkey and Syria now occupy this historical land. Mesopotamia is a nurturing cradle of some of worlds earliest civilisations and expansive urbanisation, featuring agriculture, mathematics, astronomy, and cuneiform script (Ur et al, 2007, pp.585-7; Imhausen, 2010, pp.1-2). Assyria was a culturally and materially distinct ancient (northern) Mesopotamian civilisation, that existed as a city-state from the 21st to 14th century BCE, and eventually developed into the Assyrian Empire from the 14th to 7th century BCE. Due to the Assyrians’ (and later Neo-Assyrians’) military might and political reach, the Neo-Assyrians formed one of the greatest (and largest) empires in global history (Frahm, 2017, pp.2-4). The government of Assyria was in part oligarchical, where the King was a steward on behalf of Ashur and presided over meetings in the capital city Assur (named after Ashur) and its officials (Lambert, 1983, pp.82-3). The kings of the Assyrian periods presented themselves as the mediator between the God Ashur and humankind (Aljuboori, 2012, pp.3-4). Moreover, the role of the king justified imperial expansion, as the Assyrians saw themselves as expanding Ashur’s domain of order in the chaotic ‘uncivilised’ fringes of the empire (Reade, 1979, pp.332). Expansion to the Assyrians became a battle of order versus chaos, and the king’s assumed this as a moral and religious duty that the divine had sanctioned them to perform (Parker, 2011, pp. 357-8). Assyria’s success as an empire lay in a multi-faceted doctrine of proactive warrior-kings, and the ability to govern and incorporate conquered lands through innovative social (Masetti-Rouault, 2014, pp. 54), economic (Finkelstein et al, 2021, pp. 3), and political (Rabie, 2014, pp. 7-10) systems. Furthermore, the Assyrian empires economy had monopolised agriculture, mineral exploitation, manufacturing, and production (Kanchan, 2018, pp. 158), suggesting that the majority of wealth has held by those in governance and few private individuals. Moreover, Assyrian perceptions on their identity were not rooted in ethnicity, but instead as to be an Assyrian a socio-political criteria may be required be for successful continuation and integration of the Empire: (1) fulfilling duties to the state (military, economic or agricultural). (2) political affiliation with the Assyrian Empire. (3) Maintaining loyalty to the King, and his divine objectives (Pokutta, 2004, pp.7-10;). Multiple themes of military might, divine (royal) providence and repetitive socio-political incorporation became distinct identifying themes of the Neo-Assyrian period and artwork, that often produced a powerful response from the senses (Sonik, 2022, pp.537).
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Fig. 2 – (Ningyou, 2006). A map of the Assyrian Empire during its height from the 9th to 7th Centuries BCE (Neo-Assyrian Period). The dark green shows the ancient Assyrian Heartland, and (light green) it’s subsequent expansions by Assyrian Kings such as Sargon II. The expansion and incorporation of other socio-political entities shows a sustained level of cultural entanglement, as well as the military prowess of the Assyrians (Harmansah, 2018, pp.257). 
Assyrian Art
The conquest of Mesopotamia by the Neo-Assyrian Empire created a much larger and wealthier state than the region had previously experienced. Grandiose artworks arose in palaces and public places, likely to reflect the newfound wealth and power experienced by the Neo-Assyrians, but also to compare to rich artistry of Egypt and their authority of rulership (Masetti-Rouault, 2014, pp.53;). The Assyrians developed iconic style(s) across a range of artistic mediums that came to represent their self-perceived placement in the Mesopotamian sphere. Stylistically the Neo-Assyrians developed extremely detailed, and narrative driven wall art, carved in low reliefs into stone and/or gypsum alabaster, many were originally painted within palaces (Abdi, 1980, pp.5). The themes of such precise reliefs focus on animal hunts (lions), victory in warfare, and royal propaganda (Reade, 1979, pp.332). A prominent level of craftsmanship can be noted in the fluid and lifelike depictions of animal forms (horses, lions, bulls), may suggest a considerable importance of art in constructing and mediating Neo-Assyrians relationship with social hierarchies and the natural world (Parker, 2011, pp.365). Human figures appear comparatively static (or noble?) and immobile, yet also scrupulously detailed, being engaged in sieges, wars, and individual duels. The Neo-Assyrians production of sculpture in the round was notably lower than their low relief production. Colossal lamassu were sculpted in high relief on two sides of large rectangular blocks, the head was in the round, so that it appeared fully three-dimensional and lifelike (Parker, 2011, pp.368).  The Lamassu were guardian figures and often placed at entrances and gates to temples and palaces and involved in heavily symbolic coalition of divine mythology and royal power (Miller, 2021, pp.87). The Neo-Assyrians inscribed records and hierarchical orders on all four faces of the Obelisk and were produced in high relief and featured a similar artistic style and diligence to detail as the wall reliefs (Amin, 2016, pp. 3-4). Assyrian kings also built exotic gardens (as at Nineveh) full of lush flora and rare fauna, they were beautiful areas and evocative of a paradise on Earth (Beckwith & Gilster, 1996, pp.45). Exotic gardens on wall reliefs and used as public spectacle of the kings’ power and reach into the exotic, symbolic and sensorially powerful creations of the empire (Tchaplyghine, 2014, pp.91). 
Aesthetic discussion of Neo-Assyrian art
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Fig. 3 – (British Museum, 2006) – (British Museum No. 118885). Black limestone Obelisk (198cm x 45cm) of Shalmaneser III (859-824) created in 825 BCE. The appearance celebrates the achievements of the king and empire, featuring extremely detailed inscriptions and illustrations and show the omni-directional flow of material tributes. It features twenty relief scenes across its surface and five on each face. Revealing five conquered or assimilated kings and their respective tributes, from face one to five: (1) Sau of Gilzanu (Horses), (2) Yaua of Bit Omri (Ancient Israel-tribute), (3) unnamed ruler of Musri/Egypt (elephant, ape and other exotic animals), (4) Marduk Apil-asur of Suhi (animal hunt), (5) Qalparunda of Patin (Amin, 2016, pp.3-5). 
Symmetry like in the human face is often a proponent of beauty (Marshall, 1953, pp.229), and creates a compositional balance, which the obelisk encapsulates through its repetition and mimesis of Neo-Assyrian power on each side of the black obelisk (Sonik, 2022, pp.???). Upon the obelisk a rhythmic movement can be observed that imbues life upon the figures across the surface, is captured through the detailed and exquisite low relief carvings. Moreover, the reliefs react within a lightscape (Papadopolous, 2017, pp.1-2), with light being cast across the relief surface, engaging with shadows giving them textured and dimensional depth (Auslander, 2019, pp.62). When stimulated with sunlight the obelisk would obtain a natural and ordered composition from the consistency of its source, which also bears strong emotional connotations to Ashur and his embodiment of sunlight and order (Luckenbill, 1921, pp.33; Maul, 2017, pp.341-3). Life may have been imbued to these figures through the extension of divine and royal agency, across an ordered, layered, and controlled surface composition (Wenger, 1997, pp.35). Yet, engagements with firelight, which dances unlike controlled sunlight, may sustain the importance of movement of the figures on a static monument, it does not evoke just the real but extends to the magical or metaphysical, in which the observations at dark, may appear as concentric movement around the pillar, which represents the Neo-Assyrian (rulership as) centricity in their Mesopotamian sphere ((Wenger, 1997, pp.37). The obelisk stands over the average observer, reacting with one’s spatial conceptions as one may feel subservient or insignificant compared to obelisk, and by extension the subservient to the king and Ashur’s dominion over a geographical expanse. The obelisks’ use of black limestone opposed to white, is an evocative choice which to modern conceptions of colour may engage with ideals of authority, power, elegance, or magic (Cerrato, 2012, pp. 15-6). However, black is a superior absorber of heat, and black objects appear toconsume light (Shott, 2016, pp.1), which may be visually stimulating reminder of the King’s imbibement of Assur’s divinity. When touching the obelisk, a heavily relief textured surface would engage with haptic feedback and memory function to achieve a greater sensory impact (Gallace, 2009, pp.382). One may expect a heightened level of warmth if left in sunlight and may mirror the warmth of a living-body. If left indoors it may absorb the heat of those haptically engaging the obelisk and insinuates physical and metaphysical transfer of power. The obelisk from this perspective is a conduit of interaction, yet aesthetics would identify it as an object, which strips such an object on inherent and pro-active agency with its audience (Sonik, 2022, pp. 534). The appearance of exotic animals, foreign kings, and tributes, coalesces with the emotional and physical response, by which obtaining the exotic evokes the esoteric (and divine), but also an informative beauty of Neo-Assyria’s dominion of other ‘world powers’ (Helm, 1988, pp. 131). Visually and emotionally the viewer is engaged with weaponized notions of strength, divinity, and Neo-Assyrian influence but also a certain level of pro-active ‘life’ (Ingold, 2010, pp.2) to the obelisk.
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Fig. 5 – (Berereton, 2019). The Lion Hunt of Ashurbanipal is a group of Neo-Assyrian palace gypsum alabaster reliefs from Niveveh (created around 645-635 BCE). They feature an organized ritual hunting scene of Asiatic lions by King Ashurbanipal (669-631 BCE). They originally would have formed different sequences across the palace and would have been painted with bright highly sensorial décor (Poli, 2013, pp. 423). The relief displays the importance of fluid motion amongst the animals, who reveal detailed anatomical physiques, to portray a life-like hunt, this movement as with the obelisk would be enhanced by light upon the relief, as well as the polychromatic colouring (see fig. 1). Yet these were wall displays, so would have acted to enhance sensory experiences within palaces, alongside lamassu, obelisks and other focal material like Hamas’ crown.
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Fig. 4 - (Spurrier, 2017, pp.150). Gold Crown of Queen Hama, wife of Shalmaneser IV (783 to 773 BCE). An extraordinary crown of gold leaves, flowers and grapes featuring winged female genies. 
The Crown of Queen Hama incites a strong visual reaction, as gold’s unique properties of glitter and iridescence heavily engage with light sources, ensuring observer attention is maintained (Harris, 2019, pp.3). Gold has an inherent perceived beauty from the way it engages with light, it is a ‘sensory delight’ it enchants, produces splendour, and creates something desirable and universally beautiful (Harris, 2019, pp.1;). As a wearable object, the gold is transformative and a socially charged material when involved with the senses, it stimulates mimesis of the suns’ own golden light with undulating movement. Moreover, solar sensory performances imbue it with involvement in divine realms, likened to God Ashur (Lambert, 1983, pp.84). Secondly, as an icon of indestructibility (does not corrode nor tarnish) compared to human flesh (Wang, 2021, pp.345-6). Gold is a luxury material that that may further engage with Neo-Assyrian aspects of conquest and foreign engagement, particularly Egypt who produced huge quantities (Habashi, 2016, pp.1-2), the power of gold Schonberger ascribes is also due it’s social power (Holland, 2005, pp.139; Schoenberger, 2021, pp.19). To be crowned in gold as with Queen Hama, amalgamates the agency of gold with Hama’s, directing associations with divinity, luxury, and beauty, for both Hama and the gold. The use of flowers, grapes and female genies evokes a Neo-Assyrian sensory context, reminiscent of the exotic gardens of Nineveh, which performed an artistic function of aesthetic propaganda to represent an extension of the king’s authority but also the queen’s ability to control nature and sustain peace in the empire (Bennett, 2021, pp.68). An obvious narrative contrast of the king’s combat prowess, Hamas’ embodiment of flowers and grapes proactively engages with ideological fertility and abundance (Ingram, 1887, pp.42). Flowers and grapes also bear associations with positive smells and tastes, which may suggest a sensory affirmation to the observer of the good physical, metaphysical, values and tastes of the queen. Moreover, the crowns use of the metaphysical mind, suggests a meaningful purpose ascribing it a high level of beauty in the eyes of scholars like Kant (1790).
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Fig. 6 - (Metropolitan Musuem, 2017, Accession no: 32.143.2) – Lamassu with its hybrid bull (or lion) body, bird wings, and human head. Dimensions are monumental and feature exceptional detail (311.2x62.2x276.9cm, 7257.4 kg).
 Lamassu are monumental creations, that would dwarf the observer, evoking a sense of greatness, gravitas and demanding a certain level of public understanding that cross temporal and liminal boundaries (Brunke, 2016, pp.250). Scale in case of lamassu may be used to displace the viewer (Kee & Lugli, 2015, pp.251-2), by use of scale it is transformative and may be a processual tool of socio-cultural projection, but also the artistry mediates a relationship between people, things, and the wider world (Daneels, 2023, pp.8). Colossal lamassu may have been a controlled and exclusive sensory interaction amongst the Neo-Assyrians, it is suggested to have been placed at the entrance to gateways and temples forming a sensorial focal point, and extended sensory (visual) engagements likely would have been impossible to avoid when approaching them Moreover, the artistry of size as Sert et al (1948) ascribe; is an expression of cultural needs, ideals, and constitutes a perpetual link between the past and the desired future (Sert et al, 1948, pp.48-49).  The human body and form are often a point of comparison when engaging with the world (Kee & Lugli, 2015, pp.255), the hybrid body of lamassu is the joining of a multitude of elements of societal belief. Kristoffersen (2010, pp.268) suggests that this merges the barriers between animal, human and divine worlds, and the use of hybridity is the expression of an overcoming of boundaries. Furthermore, the use combination of the bird (freedom), bull or lion (strength) and human heads (intelligence) are expression of a symbolic relationship without opposition and cannot exist without the other (Kristoffersen, 2010, pp.268). Neo-Assyrian artistic compositions of lamassu relied heavily on the relationship of nature and civilisation, the human and animal, and the ability to subjugate both worlds. The Lamassu are often consider demons and as cosmic and physical beings that held sway of the immaterial and material worlds (Oriental Institute-Museum, 1990, pp.1-3). In addition, the Lamassu featured an extra 5th leg to mimic forward movement, judging the observer as they entered a city under Ashur’s light. Furthermore, the use (now faded) of rich coloured paint would have stimulated visual reactions even more, with colour brightening interiors and bringing more life to reliefs, sculptures, and decoration (Thavapalan, 2019, pp.200). The perception of the colossal lamassu as a structural and material ‘object’ are limiting in displaying the life of such creatures, as they bridge the planes of mortal and otherworldly places through materially heightened visual engagement, they are forever watchful, powerful entities, that demand observation and association with divinity and royalty. 
Conclusion:
The application of aesthetics to Neo-Assyrian artwork has the ability to reanimate the past, removing preconceptions and addressing a sensorial engagement with the material qualities of the artwork. Experience and sensory reactions, shape one’s interpretation of art, and themes of power, divinity, and nature find themselves embedded alongside fluidity, movement, and chiaroscuro. The themes revealed in this discussion, suggest that a heightened sensory output was required to engage with artwork, the use realism and detail alongside mythological entities suggests ‘livingness’ was a key aspect of Neo-Assyrian art. Yet aesthetics lacks the ability to contextualise experience, as some experiences of art will be embedded in learned socio-cultural engagement while others will be more universally understandable. Aesthetics represents an often-endless discourse of debate, with little reflection into how our senses and pattern recognition can be applied to archaeological material and cultures. Further studies into sensorial experience and a perhaps a more primal engagement with the sensorial world of movement, touch, and experience may remove us from many of the pre-determinate social bias our minds develop in. Aesthetics in modern day is fixated on visual engagements, which provides an excellent first analysis, but other senses like haptic, olfactory, or auditory responses, would have constituted more passive but no less important memorial functions for engaging with such exquisite art. However, despite the drawbacks of aesthetics it is provides a unique and evocative analysis that through material composition, monumentality, colour, and exquisite detail, can provide a glimpse into the ancient values of the Neo-Assyrians.
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