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Figure 1 Source: British Museum Asset No 124874 and No 12478. Assyrian collection, Room 10 (lion hunt) Available at  https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/124874   https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/124878
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Figure 2 Source: British Museum Asset No 124874 and No 12478. Assyrian collection, Room 10 (lion hunt). Image shows the king rescuing princes from the lions (which he has killed) Available at  https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/124874   https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/124878
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Figure 3 Source: British Museum Asset No 124874 Assyrian collection, Room 10 (lion hunt) Available at  https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/124874    This shows a close-up of the king battling with the lion during a lion hunt
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Figure 4 Source: British Museum Asset No 124874 and No 12478. Assyrian collection, Room 10 (lion hunt) Available at  https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/124874   https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/124878 shows the positioning of the parts of the relief in the museum in the context of the whole piece

 
The lion hunt registers (reliefs) are part of the extensive Assyrian collection at The British Museum. Housed in rooms 6 – 10, Amin (2016) describes the Assyrian reliefs as ‘some of the most remarkable artefacts ever found.’ There are two types of lion hunt reliefs found in 10A, this assignment will discuss part of the smaller lion hunt reliefs (figures 1,2,3 and 4) which are not as commonly written about as the life size reliefs.  This item was chosen to analyse due to its striking and unusual imagery particularly in person when viewing it at the British Museum recently.
The scene in figure 3 shows King Ashurbanipal on foot, killing a lion. The lion, having already being struck by an arrow to the head is advancing on the king who is bravely plunging a sword into the lion’s chest.  In figure 2, King Ashurbanipal has rescued foreign princes from a lion. With the lions lying dead amongst them, they are kneeling in thanks to the king. Lion hunts were central to the Assyrian kings of this time and there were numerous reliefs throughout the palace depicting the king hunting lions. Both images are infused with power of the king and his mastery of weapons, and the power of the lion and the strength of this adversary. In its defeat, the king is claiming the power for himself.
The reliefs were believed to have been produced between 645BC – 635BC (British Museum 2024) for King Ashurbanipal (668-631BC) for his palace at Nineveh. The topic of lion hunts was both important and relevant as they were considered the sport of kings and reflected the duty of the ruling king to fight and protect his nation from hostile forces.  These reliefs were excavated by Hormuzd Rassam (together with Loftus, Rawlinson and Taylor) in 1853 at the North Palace, Nineveh considered to be a ‘palace without rival’ (Brereton 2020)  Nineveh was located on the eastern bank of the Tigris, and was one of ancient Assyria’s most important cities. It is now part of modern-day Mosul. The reliefs are remarkably well preserved. Although small sections are missing from the complete panels, it is not enough to make the study of it problematic.
When considering its material qualities (materiality) Gibson’s concept of affordances (1979) is useful, ‘material, form, size, colour, weight, properties’ (Steel 2018, p202). Each panel is made of high-quality alabaster and carved in low relief as one piece. The ‘technical process’ (Gell 1992, p43) undertaken has produced a masterpiece of workmanship as the carvings are incredibly intricate showing the skill and experience of the sculptors leading us to conclude that the process and finished product itself can hold us in its thrall. The panels which cover these two images are - Asset no: 124874 Height, 165.10 cm, width, 114.30cm, 124878 height, 167.64cm width 116.84cm and 124879 height 60.96cm width 116.84cm.  (figures 1,2,3 and 4) The reliefs are not coloured due to poor preservation and exposure to light and the elements (Layard 1849). Whilst they lack colour, making them appear very solemn today, this was not true of when they were originally in-situ in the North palace. The palaces were colourful places and the panels throughout the palace would have been brightly coloured and therefore very impactful in its imagery. (example below) 
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Figure 5  Artist’s impression of a hall in an Assyrian palace from The Monuments of Nineveh by Sir Austen Henry Layard, 1853 Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=File:Artist%E2%80%99s_impression_of_a_hall_in_an_Assyrian_palace_from_The_Monuments_of_Nineveh_by_Sir_Austen_Henry_Layard,_1853.jpg&oldid=846196855 
The exact location of the reliefs is both important and relevant to the analysis. They were found in the little-understood Room S which is believed to be a gate chamber, part of the bitãnu, the private chambers of the North Palace rather than the public area bãnãnu (Amin 2016, Winter 1983, Kirtai 2015). See figure 6 Perhaps this is why the king is less formal in his attire compared to other carvings as he has a diadem on rather than a conical cap (Amin 2016, Winter 1996).  Due to its location in a private part of the palace, one wonders whom was in mind as the audience when they were created. 
These reliefs are a key source in the understanding of the king’s role and the gestures he uses in his performance of his kingship. As this represents the role of kingship and dominance, it reflects the ‘relation between the gesture we see represented in art and those performed in real life’ (Gombrich 1966, p395). These reliefs are the only source we have of the king’s interactions and how he behaves. An example of this, figure 2, shows the king standing in front of the princes with his arm outstretched. It is clear that the message being portrayed is one of a commanding, dominant king, rescuing weaker, less knowledgeable royalty.
However, ‘art arrests movement’ (Gombrich 1966, p395), so the flow of movement and its sequences cannot be captured in this media, so we are limited in our interpretation of the king’s role. The artist has tried to create movement and the passing of time in the repetition of the image of the king and lions throughout the panels so there is a flow to the story – it is 
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Figure 6   Map of the North Palace at Nineveh showing the West portal, also known as Room S where the smaller lion hunt reliefs were found, compared to Room C (The Lion Room) where the life size panels were excavated. Source: Barnett, R. D. (1976). Sculptures from the north palace of Ashurbanipal at Nineveh (668-627 B.C.). London: British Museum Publications Limited for the Trustees of the British Museum


almost like a cartoon. This reoccurrence of key figures confirms that a narrative is being told (Nadali 2019.) Even with static images you still get the feeling of movement and dynamism through the detail, for example the muscles on the outstretched arm of the king when he is holding is sword (figure 3). Li Sou (2015) as part of their dissertation looked at light reflecting on Assyrian reliefs; whilst intricate detail gets lost, it does also help to create the façade of movement which could add to its power.
Everyone is impacted by art, whether that be positively or negatively. It creates a relationship with the viewer, provoking a response and creating agency. Gell’s object agency (1998) enables us to reflect that these reliefs have been created to have an impact and influence on people. This agency is important and will vary from person-to-person dependant upon their understanding of the reliefs and the message being conveyed to the different audiences; not just throughout its biography but at the time they were on display. The agency created in the king viewing this would be different to the agency created by a member of the royal family and court officials. Are the messages clear and overt or are they more subtle? For these reliefs the agency should not just be about the impact of the art itself but the messaging throughout this piece. Each part of this panel has been deliberately created reflecting the role of the king. The message in this relief would clearly be understood by the people who came into contact with it from within this wider society (Campbell 2020). Is it the actual image itself, the gestures or the message which creates agency within the viewers? 
In addition, Gell (1998) goes on to further propose that an object could be so powerful that the viewer could become enchanted by it and that this could be its specific purpose; its ability to hold power over the viewer. Therefore, we must consider if the enchantment is in the skill of the technical creation or and that the reliefs have some mystical hold over the viewer and that this also helps to create or enhance the agency. Again, King Ashurbanipal viewing these could certainly be impacted by the power the king omits in these images. Could these have been a source of power, motivation and guidance for him? This would certainly support Gell’s assertion that ‘sometimes art objects are explicitly intended to function as weapons in psychological warfare.’ (1992, p 44)
Gell (1998) argued against the importance of aesthetics. However, they could be appreciated just for the level of skills of the sculptors. Whilst these are aesthetically pleasing, Bahrani (2014) warns against looking at ancient art and applying modern values and views. In Assyrian society art would not have been created for art’s sake. These reliefs were not something that was made on a whim. It could be said that these are valued as aesthetic creations and objects of great beauty today, but was this the case in ancient times? These reliefs had a very clear purpose and were probably more impactful for their message rather than their beauty. Bailey (2013) maintains that these records of events act a statement to have an impact on the viewer. It is known that Assyrian kings held absolute power and that art during this time was usually propagandic in its message and the monarch would have controlled that message (Nadali 2019). However, these reliefs were for private viewing and not seen publicly, so we are unsure about the message to be interpreted from these. Amin (2016) proposes that the image emphasises the strength and skills of the king and his ability to bring calm to a chaotic situation and not to feel pity for the dying lions. Whereas Nadali (2019) considers that there may have been a message of kingship not just for the current king but for future kings as well, so that propaganda was for royalty in cementing and reinforcing the role of kingship. The future kings will experience ‘observer memory’ (Goldie 2012, p49) being an outsider looking in on a narrative, where the current king experiences ‘field memory’ (Goldie 2012, p49) a first-hand knowledge and understanding as they were there person participating.
Connerton’s (1989) theory supports this by considering that ‘we preserve versions of the past by representing it to ourselves in words and images’ (Connerton 1989, p73). These two images in these panels are clear example of this with the image of kingship it portrays.  It is depicting what is belived to be the important roles of kingship within the Assyrian society. These are important roles of kingship. It could be that they were prompts in ‘remembering how to do it’ (Connerton 1989, p72) for the king to help focus on what is important and through these events will helped to enable this and hold a power over the king as the viewer (Nadali 2019).
Interestingly in the narrative of the reliefs there is no landscape or time reflected, which is normally the most typical categories. There is no way of knowing where this is happening or when the event takes place. This could mean that they were real events happening in a non-descript place (detail is unimportant), or that this is a mythical scene from a different time. So, it is the king himself who becomes the focus between myth and reality and as a result rise above time. (Nadali 2019, Winter 1996)
Whilst the images on the reliefs are not figures or figurines in the traditional sense, they do have elements of commonality. As they are minature 2D versions of the large life-size panels in other parts of the North palace. These images are important not just as narratives to be interpreted, but they provide valuable information on the dress, traditions of the royal court during this time and as these individual figures have agency in their own right (Insoll 2017). Bailey further support this when commenting that the figurines were effective in helping in the development of ‘ideas about identity’ (2012, p244) and that they are a version of the creator’s world further enhancing the discussion of the panels purpose to the king as previously mentioned. However, unlike figurines which have portability and encourage our physical engagement with them, the reliefs are in no way portable, once in-situ this is where they remain. Also, the reliefs are to be viewed and revered and not engaged with through touch. The topic is something that would be observed and not physically engaged with through touch; the power is in its observational qualities and the agency it engenders. 
To conclude, ‘it is not by chance that art captivates. It is by design.’ (Campbell 2020, p117) The lion hunt reliefs are an excellent example of this. Whether the images were designed by the king or the sculptors, it shows that the propaganda narrative of kingship is still being discussed over nearly 2700 years after they were created.  Whether this is through biography, agency or enchantment it still holds a power today showing that the king’s propaganda still has merit.
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Relief depicting Ashurbanipal hunting a lion. Assyrian, 645-640 BC.
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