I am Ashurbanipal: King of the world
Exhibit Review by Vanessa T-Lavallée, April 14 2019
[image: ]Figure 1: Young Ashurbanipal's head, photo by Author

The British Museum has set out a big exhibition this winter of 2018/19. Coming for the most part from Iraq, The Ashurbanipal: I am King of the World exhibition seems to have conquered the general public. Ashurbanipal was king of Assyria in the 7th century B.C.E and his kingdom was spreading from Cyprus to Elam (British Museum blog) He was known to have been a cruel and powerful king who killed his brother to get the throne and who enjoyed hunting lions as a hobby. The focus of the exhibition though was not to present Ashurbanipal in itself, but a narrative of his life and the impact he had on the world around him. To do so, the exhibition was presented in a certain chronology where you began the journey with material presentation of the ambitious young prince. You were then led into a semi reconstruction of his palace. You could see material and textiles used in the palace as well as a part of the famous library the king constituted in Nineveh. A clear statement about his intellectual interest in literature, he commissioned copies of ancient Sumerian texts as well as preserving what his father already had (Krakowa,2019) The showcase of his library contains 10000 texts from different genre of Mesopotamian literature, including the most famous fragments from the Epic of Gilgamesh. But the biggest part of his library content was divination texts, hymns and exorcisms rituals used as medicine (Krakowa,2019) The king had an interest in communicating with the gods by the means of divinatory techniques (Krakowa,2019) But sadly that was not explained in the exhibition.
[image: ]Figure 2: The famous Nineveh library and the Author

As the exhibition went on, the emphasise was more focused on objects from other kingdoms that were dominated by the Assyrian. Objects featured included Phoenicians art with Egyptian influences, Kassite stelae with their goddess on it and even objects from Elam and Carchemish. This demonstrates the assimilation of the kingdoms under Ashurbanipal and is an effective way to put a focus on the cultural influences between the diverse territories in the ancient Near-East. The curator also had put a focus on the gardens of the king reflected in the mural art showcased. Protective genies (Apkallu) and lions seemed to have been a distinctive feature of the Assyrian art. The exhibition had an interactive way to narrate the war between the Assyrian and the Elamites. Indeed, the technology used by the curator was highlighting the epic battle scene presented on an Assyrian relief. Mixed with a soundtrack, the recreation of the battle was an entertaining feature. As shown on the palace’s walls, Ashurbanipal was all in for propaganda and this was reflected in his royal art. 
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Figure 3: The battle scene with focused lighting on it, Photo by Author
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Figure 4: You can see the light has moved from one scene to another, Photo by Author
The last part of the exhibition showcased the last letter written from the king himself as we do not know how and when he died, leaving a sense of mystery to the visitor. The visitor was then presented with the history of the excavation that led to the discovery of Nineveh and its library. Art from the 19th century exposed romantic ideas about ancient Assyria from biblical times. The exhibition finished with a video showcasing the work of the British Museum in the Iraq emergency heritage management. Started in 2015, this project has the goal to train Iraqi locals with cuneiform reading and training them in archaeology and heritage preservation. It is there to help with the many objects and buildings that has been destroyed by ISIL in the last years. Ultimately it aims at a future reconstruction of archaeological heritage in Iraq (British Museum website, 2019)
Equivalent to the propaganda of the Assyrian King, this exhibition had the feel of a propaganda itself. Very well presented and spectacular even, the BM has created a narrative of the birth and collapse of big empires. It depicts how culture was important to the Assyrian king even if he was conquering other territories. His goal was to collect as much knowledge as possible from his entire kingdom. We could make a parallel with the British Museum that has taken, under colonial circumstances, a lot of cultural objects from territories under the British empire control. If the exhibition was ending with the presentation of their work with Iraqis nationals, was it in a colonial perspective? A propaganda showing that they are doing the right thing after taking heritage objects from the Middle-East? Or maybe they wanted to put an emphasis on their love for cultural heritage just like Ashurbanipal did. In any case, there was a clear political agenda hidden in this exhibition.
Another negative point of the exhibition was that the objects presented were beautiful and well chosen but not very well explained in their context. The interesting feature was that we could encounter various objects from different ancient countries but there was no theme linked between them. Indeed, the presentation of objects was rather eclectic, going from war gear to royal art to religious and political texts. One could tell the empire was indeed very vast. This a common problem with ‘’blockbuster exhibition’’ like this one. Indeed, sometimes time is limited to meet the demands of sponsors and financial needs, therefore some shows are quickly assembled and may not present their full potential (Burlington magazine,2008 p.295) On the positive side, the chronology of the exhibition made the narrative pretty clear and the wonderful collection of the Nineveh library was stunning to see. The magnificent reliefs of the gardens of Ashurbanipal were very interesting to see to understand modern thought. Indeed, the Assyrian culture had a great influence on ancient Israelites people and the imagery from the Hebrew bible (Levine,2005) did find inspiration in Assyrian art, including the depiction of the famous hanging gardens of Babylon and Nineveh.
The exhibition could have beneficiated in showing other aspects of the life under the empire, the life of more ‘’common’’ people. Also, a better description and explanation of certain objects could have been useful, for example the magnificent cauldrons we could see there. Interestingly we could find cauldrons like that in Cyprus in the time of Ashurbanipal, showing the kingdom’s cultural exchanges and inspiration.
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Figure 5: The bronze cauldron, Photo by Author
Exploitation of rituals objects, spells and astrology, which was very important in the Assyrian kingdom could have been aspects worthy of exploring more. The presence in the art of numerous Apkallus (Winged genies) could also have been more detailed and explained in the beliefs of the king. Indeed, Ashurbanipal is often depicted in bas-reliefs with those genies, showing that he was protected against evil as well as his palace (Krakowa,2019)
 I think that most ‘’blockbuster’’ exhibitions sometimes lack this sense of storytelling the life of ancient people. To better understand a culture and how their people lived, it is not enough to simply focus on spectacular objects. You must tell how they were used and why. Although those exhibitions can sometimes have some positive effects, like introducing cultural art and archaeology to a broader public and enhanced scholarly research (Burlington magazine,2008 p.295) But overall, the negative side of it can have a big impact on permanent exhibition. Indeed, the public could have the same expectations from the smaller exhibitions after seeing bigger exhibitions (Burlington magazine,2008, p.295) But in reality, with smaller ones they can enjoy a better curated exhibition with more engaging stories associated to simpler objects.
Overall with the various objects that were part of the exhibition, it would have been interesting that the main narrative has been less focused on war and empire expansion and more on the complexity of cultural exchange in it as a result of those conquest. In the end, the exhibition had a way to remember us about our own finality. Ashurbanipal considered himself the king of the world but in the end, he disappeared and was forgotten for many centuries before his legacy came back to life. A legacy and life that the British Museum was able to present to the public.
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Figure 6: Ashurbanipal's last words. Photo by Author
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