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Introduction: the War and its Representations

This book brings together the main discussions that took
place at an international conference on the iconology of
war, held in Lyon on 4th December 2012. Its publication
has been delayed for personal reasons that made it
impossible to produce any earlier, and for that I would
like to express my fullest apologies to the participants and
to all other colleagues, especially those who expressed a
real interest in the conference. I’'m also of course terribly
sad that the theme of the conference remains of such
relevance today in Syria and Iraq. I express the hope that
the war will end as soon as possible and that life can
return to normal.

The idea of organising a symposium on this theme came
from the discovery of the absence of synthesis on the
subject in the literature regarding the ancient Near East
and from the ascertainment that this theme had rarely,
if ever, been explored in the context of international
meetings. Several articles have covered the subject in
terms of the Neo-Assyrian period, but relatively few
in terms of previous periods. The problem of war is
furthermore one of the subjects that interests me the
most, essentially from an architectural point of view
(fortifications, their active and passive use; symbolic
and dissuasive values of military works; territorial
occupation and control). More recently, I have also
become interested in images, so I naturally came around
to the idea of combining the two themes: war and how it
is represented.

Of course, the images under discussion are not a faithful
reproduction of reality — they cannot be regarded like
photos, capturing actual events. They are firstly subject
to the chosen medium, to the material and techniques
employed. They also conform to a series of stylistic
principles which codify and thus limit their expression
(see here the article by Béatrice Muller). And finally, they
cannot make abstraction of the political, ideological and
symbolic reasons that determined and justified the war
being pursued. As Silvana Di Paolo stresses in the third
communication, war in the ancient Near East was a kind
of divine ordeal: decided by the gods, war must lead to
the ‘goodies’ conquering ‘the baddies’, so that the chaotic
risks disappear and the cosmos can shine in its splendour.
In this case, there are many images that the winners can
never replicate (see here the article of Nadali), such as
partial defeats and the deaths of their own soldiers. But the
images also served to inform those who were not on the
battlefield, including the delegations of other kingdom:s.
To echo Carl von Clausewitz — who was the first to stress
the psychology of the military milieu — the psychological
effects of warlike images can be guessed at, but probably
not completely so, because Western society today has
become estranged not only from ‘classical’ war but even

from recent memories of it. And differences of society,
lifestyle, concepts, connection with the divine and with
political power no longer allow a full comprehension
of all the psychological and superstitious frameworks
of the past. That images of war have psychological and
informative effects is demonstrated by their location:
the steles and reliefs on rocks typical of the Third and
Second millennia BC are generally ‘external’ — on the
outside — and can be therefore be assumed to be aimed
at a broader audience, as well as at gods. So the change
in the First millennium BC, when most representations
of war are found to be ‘internal’ (in the reliefs within the
palace,— see here the article by Ariel Bagg), leads us to
believe that such images are intended not for a potential
enemy, as during the two previous millennia, but rather
for gods and for Assyrian citizens and more likely, the
members of the royal court and the diplomatic corps.

While the images certainly do not provide a full and
clear account of the war, neither are they fake and,
being a contemporary source, at least one part of their
reproduction corresponds to a real situation. The artisan/
artist who made them participated in an historical,
economic, social and political context, which determined
certain characteristics of his work.

Thus, the images are good sources of information
about specifics that otherwise would be completely
unimaginable, such as military dresses, the types
of weapons, the military position in combat. In this
context, anything that does not correspond exactly to
other source testimonials — such as weapons found in
graves or description of battles — provides an additional
information base toward a political and ideological
explanation. Because war, with its share of dead and
wounded, required an ideological basis that explained
and even justified war: the will of the gods or the
spread of civilization among the barbarian tribes were
just ways of idealising the expansionist desires of the
Mesopotamian kings. The different ways in which war
was represented can provide a basis for reflection about
political strategies and propaganda, and different reading
levels of artistic/craft production and the goals of power.
In other words, the political value of the war scenes.

In the Syro-Mesopotamian world, in fact, the war scene
can only include the king. From the outset, the “typical”
war scene embodied the armed king and his soldiers,
with enemy soldiers depicted in defeat. It was not during
the Akkadian period that this scene was established and
codified: the image appears at the end of the Fourth
millennium BC. It thus accompanied the establishment
of a secular and political power that participated in the
transformation of the village into a town. In some seals
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from this time — and even on a stone relief from Kish that
is now in Brussels (Musées Royaux) — the armed king
accompanies the assault of his soldiers on the enemy or
even strikes a losing opponent in front of a building. One
can say that from the late Fourth millennium BC, the king
was represented not only as a pious devotee but also as
a courageous warrior. This image related to the royal
function of protecting people, to presenting himself as a
good father, the good shepherd, the defender of his people
against their enemies and against the evil powers that were
always perceived to be ready to attack humans. No danger
threatens the people and the city, when the king, blessed
by the gods, is able to assume his duties. And from the
beginning, the war scene depicting the king binds tightly
with that of hunting, which is a metaphor for a warrior
king. The repeated and constant conflicts of the Third
millennium BC which had every city competing against
each other provoked the use of a new medium for war
images: the stele. The significant change here was about
scale: the dimensions of steles make them imposing
monuments, visible from afar, installed outdoors or in
crowded places like temples; the introduction of gods to
the war scene served to endorse the king’s actions and the
insertion of inscriptions on the monument perpetuated
the memory of the king, of the city and of war. It was the
Akkadian kings who mainly used warlike representations
on steles and who change the scene itself: the phalange
is no longer represented trampling the defeated enemy
(as in the Stele of the Vultures) but rather it is the king
doing so (e.g. the stele from Naram-Sin). His size largely
exceeding that of other figures and his prominent position
places him near the divine symbols. This is the warrior
image that will be reproduced in the Second millennium
BC on rocks (Darbaud-i-Gawr, Darband-i Ramgan, Sar
i-Pol-i Zohab, Darband-i Sheh Han: cf. here Silvana Di
Paolo), on steles (stele of Shamshi - Adad I), on seals
(from Mari, Sippar, Diyala) and even on terracotta
plaque (cf. Silvana Di Paolo). The last big change in
war representations happens under the Neo-Assyrian
kings, at both the quantitative and qualitative levels.
The war (and its symbolic pendant, the royal hunt) is
represented frequently in the broadest range of media,
from bas-reliefs in the royal palaces to the obelisks
and steles, to the glazed terracotta plaques (mostly of
Esarhaddon and his campaign in Egypt), to paintings, to
the bronze decorations of doors and to seals. But while
hunts remain the sole property of the king, the scenes
of war slip from the king to the army between the ninth
and seventh centuries BC. Assurnasirpal II and to some
extent Sargon 11 still participate actively in war, but from
Sennacherib onwards, the king is only present in war
scenes as a spectator, not as a warrior. This is the reason
for the increase in the frequency of army representations
from Assurnasirpal to Assurbanipal. The last Neo-
Assyrian kings combined a meticulous description of
the battles with an ever greater insistence of atrocities
practised on enemies to increase the dramatic power of
the representations (see here the article of Ariel Bagg).

The conference and the discussions provoked by the papers
presented at it were very interesting and profitable. The
article by Béatrice Muller is more theoretical and raises
important questions about the war representations. For
example, what is “warrior” iconography and on what basis
it can be defined? Did the war scenes follow a specific
directory whereby they adopted the most varied forms? Can
we determine more favourable conditions for the execution
of pictures of war times (e.g. the periods of great change)?
To these questions Dominique Beyer adds others: were the
war scenes referring to specific historical facts or were they
generic representations? The ties that develop between Mari
(Second millennium BC) and Nineveh (First millennium
BC) show a warrior catalogue whose subjects are fairly
differentiated, suggesting the existence of a specific code
for the representation of war (see also here the article by
B. Muller). And probably the gestures, the position of the
characters, perhaps also the type of weapons were significant,
although difficult to understand today. Ariel Bagg returns to
the issue of the actual historical value of representations.
Starting from Neo-Assyrian documentation, with particular
emphasis on the “atrocities” of war, he shows the strong
coherence between textual descriptions and iconographic
representations. That is also the position of Rita Dolce,
whose paper stresses with great sensitivity the psychological
effects of images of decapitation. This act was certainly
used to count dead enemies, but was also intended as a
« punishment » because of the shame provoked by it, and
as a real and definite destruction, an act of annihilation and
alienation (because without their head or hands none of them
can be recognised: this is the reason for the elimination of
these two elements during the destruction of statues). The
corruption of the body, particularly by decapitation, interests
Silvana Di Paolo from a more conceptual point of view.
What can a society accept from the representations of war?
What is a “just” punishment of enemies? Who has control of
the representation and thus also the memory of war? Silvana
Di Paolo shows how a society arrives at establishing a “just”
way to represent war, an approach justified by the socio-
economic benefits and she shows how the power elites had
control of the interpretation and memory of events. Davide
Nadali also focuses on “silences”, that is, on the elements that
the images do not show and the reasons for these exclusions.
And Laura Battini concentrates her study on the analysis of
the multiple and complexe influences in images of war that
spread from Middle Assyrian to Neo-Assyrian, especially
under Tukulti-Ninurta I. What is emerging from all the
articles published here is the relevance of textual data in any
analysis of iconological material. And this is not only true for
iconology, but for all the archaeological material discovered
in historical sites.

This book could not be regarded as complete if the names
of at least two other participants were not mentioned. Luc
Bachelot and Yves Calvet, who participated in the conference,
unfortunately did not have the time to give their paper in time
for publication. I would like to thank them as well as the
authors who submitted their article for publication.



