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As one of the prominent civilizations of northern Mesopotamia (now Iraq),
Assyrian civilization enjoys a distinguished place in terms of the arts of relief
and sculpture. The Assyrian art, reflecting the bravery and dauntlessness of its
people, has been represented in its reliefs. Basically, the spirit of combativeness
and being a warrior is the dominant theme in Assyrian carvings. In this respect,
the image of lion is one of the most commonly used images in Mesopotamian
Art in general an in Assyrian Art in particular. This image can be traced from
the very advent of Assyrian Art, in Assyrian meal dishes and metal handicrafts
up to the reliefs and architectural works created by them. The present study
aimed to identify the role of the image of lion in the Assyrian reliefs in general
and specifically in the time of Ashurbanipal, II. In other words, the study aimed
to make it clear why the image of lion has been so commonly represented in the
Assyrian reliefs. Accordingly, the symbolic meaning of lion in the reliefs was
examined. “Why do the images of hunting lions symbolize the authority and
power of the Assyrian kings; why do they allude to the defeat of the foes?” are
the research questions. Sadr-o-Din Taheri (2012) in a study entitled the archi-
type of lion in Iran, Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt and Saied Ahmadi Oliaie
and Mohammad Azamzadeh (2016) in a study entitled typology of the motif
of standing god on animals in civilizations of Anatolia ancient Mesopotamia
(Sumer, Babylonia and Ashur) have, to some extent, addressed the issue.

Methodology

The present study is descriptive-analytic in nature. The data were mainly
collected based on library sources. The examined data examined include pic-
tures of the reliefs survived from the Assyrian Art.

Results and Discussion

The empire of Assyrians is one of the most powerful, vastest and, at the
same time, most formidable civilizations in Mesopotamia. Assyrians were one
of the rich ethnics settling in the valley of the rivers of Tigris and Euphrates.
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As the reliefs and ruins survived in Nineveh attest, they were skillful artists
and dexterous craftsmen as well. The Assyrian Art started to appear in 1500
BC. In fact, the wealth and riches looted in wars tempted the Assyrian kings
and nobles to order the artists to build them royal reliefs. Among the Assyrian
arts, the most outstanding one is the very reliefs adorning the walls of royal
palaces. In the royal palaces of the Assyrian kings there were there thousands
of meters of reliefs revealing the details of the life style of the Assyrians and
the adventurers of their kings.

Picture 1- The lions hunted by Ashurbanipal (627-668 BC).
Source: www.metropolitanmuseum.com

Still, among the Assyrian reliefs what is strikingly admirable is the animal
images. Although there are many repetitive images of hunted and hunting an-
imals, the dexterity of the Assyrian artists in depicting creative scenes and the
sense of narration present in these reliefs is unique. The reliefs of the time of
Neo Assyrian, of Ashurnasipal, II and of Ashurbanipal in particular, are re-
plete with scenes of lions being hunted (picture 1). The symbolic meaning of
lion alludes to fire, awesomeness, theft, bravery, king of the beasts, kingdom,
authority and superhuman power. Nearly in all Near East civilizations, the
image of lion has been applied to imply power and kingdom. Lion has also
been represented in combination with other creatures: lion-griffin, chimera
and merlion. In the age of Assyrians, lions were considered to be related to a
goddess named Demkina. Also, devilish demons were always represented in
the shape of lions. One of the Assyrian-Babylonian infective demons is rep-
resented in the shape of a winged lion. Assyrians believed that these creatures
make humans ill.

This shows that lions were not hunted as game animals; but rather they
were hunted to meet a higher objective. In hunting scenes, animals have been
depicted very realistically. In animal reliefs, the Assyrian artists have tried to
convey the live sense of movement and sometimes even to provoke the feeling
of mercy towards the dying lions. Through creating such reliefs, the Assyrian
artists intended to imply nothing but the extreme power of the king. The pres-
entation of the king’s power in the hunting scene, in turn, aroused an awesome
sense. The scene of a dying lion may have alluded to the pitiful situation of
the enemy; that is why the scene was often accompanied by the scene of the
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battles and victories.

Picture 2- The dying lioness. Neo-Assyrian Art, 650 BC.
Source: www.metropolitanmuseum.com

In a relief known as dying lioness, discovered in Ashurbanipal’s palace,
Nineveh, much realism has been depicted: a lioness, pierced by the arrows
thrown at her, is drawing pitiably her rear hands on the ground. The pose of
this lioness is nearly an integral part of all Assyrian reliefs with the theme of
war. In order to magnify the place of the king, the Assyrian artist depicts the
lioness/ lion as an enemy doomed to die.

Conclusion

The scene of the lions hunted in the Assyrian reliefs is something beyond
the mere depiction of royal authority. Since the source of illness and devilish
spirits were attributed to certain animals, killing and overcoming a large beast
like a lion had to be done only by the kings alluding not only to preserving the
integrity of the royal territory, but also to dominance over illness

and contamination.
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-The New English Bible (1970), First published, Great Britian: Oxford University Press.
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