
AP Art History

ANCIENT NEAR EAST ART: 
THE PREMIER OF 
PROPAGANDA

Images of Power & Authority



Consider….
• Look at the images in this set…..what predictions 

can you make based on:
• Form?
• Functions?
• Content?
• Audience?

• How are these things connected to the context 
of the first civilizations of the Ancient 
Mediterranean region? 

VIDEO: Crash Course

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sohXPx_XZ6Y


Creating the Context: The First Civilizations
• End of Last Ice Age (Approximately 16,000 years 

ago)

• Climate improved

• Growing crops became easier

• Larger populations = need for settling near river 
source for farming to provide for people. 

• Major developments in Civilization:

• Less egalitarian

• Patriarchal societies

• Need for leadership for major projects, laws, etc. 

• Surplus of food = availability of others for 
specialized skills, such as art 

• Religions more complex as need for particular gods 
developed (sun, water, etc)



The Characteristics of Advanced Civilizations

• Advanced cities
• Political

• Advanced government systems and militaries
• Systems of writing and record keeping

• Social 
• Development of social classes and hierarchies
• Job specialization

• Economic
• Public works systems

• Cultural
• Advanced religions
• Art, architecture and literature

The art and architecture of 

these early civilizations can 

be used as, sometimes the 

only, evidence that these 

characteristics were common. 





Mesopotamia: The Cradle of Civilizations
• Mesopotamia: The 

Land Between Two 
Rivers.
• Located in modern day Iraq

• Established between the 
Tigris and Euphrates River.

• Comprised of multiple city-
states, like Greece. 

• Known as the “Cradle of 
Civilization.”

• No geographical barriers 
protect it from invasion.
• As one city-state or ruler took 

control, the art and 
architecture changed as well. 



The Cradle of Civilization
• Mesopotamia (Primarily Sumer) is the 

home of many firsts in the world.

• First established system of writing called 
Cuneiform, meaning “wedge shaped.” 
Stylus was pushed into wet clay in shapes.

• First Epic Poem, “The Epic of Gilgamesh” 
about an early ruler

• First organized set of laws.

• First Monotheistic religion (Judaism-
Abraham was from Ur).

• First cities established from farming on the 
two rivers. 

• One of the first instances of a cultural 
artistic tradition: art looks and is made a 
certain way that defines it as being from a 
particular region. 



Because God Said so
Religion: The Ultimate Trump Card

•Art of early civilizations almost universally 
primarily focuses on religion and rule, usually in 
combination. Why?

•Early leaders needed a justification for why THEY 
should rule. 
• Promoted religion by….

• Claiming divine status (Theocracies)

• Claiming divine blessing for actions

• Promoting complex religions and deities as scapegoats

• Building monumental structures for religious worship and 
power status as a visual reminder. 



The Importance of Religion
• Even though monotheism did develop in Mesopotamia 

(Judaism), the City-States were polytheistic (many gods)

• Each had its own special patron/protector god. 

• Priest Kings were the “shepherds” for the gods on earth, 
a theocratic government system. .

• Gods symbolized powers of nature.

• Religion and Government were combined in society.

• For the first time, art served a religious, political and 
narrative purpose. 

• Women became subservient, except for some 
goddesses (sun, moon)

• Humans, not animals became even more the focus. 

Cultural Contrast: Near Eastern rulers were blessed “by” 
the divine, Egyptian rulers WERE divine.



Mesopotamia and Monumental Architecture

• The rise in importance of 
rulers and religion saw a 
parallel rise in monumental 
architecture

• Monumental = large in size 
and large in importance.

• Developed to:

• Visually display power

• Reinforce religion

• Serve functional purpose 
for rulers

• Protection from invaders (a 
new Neolithic problem)



Remembering the Mesopotamians: Watching 
History Happen
• Because Mesopotamia lacked natural borders, they were frequently 

open to invasion. 
• Changes in art reflected changes in power. 

• Different civilizations used art and architecture to justify or 
reinforce rule through praise or power. . 

• Starting with the Sumerians

• Akkadians

• Babylonians

• Hittites

• Assyrians 

• Persians



ANCIENT NEAR EAST

“Some Apples, Bananas

And Peaches…”

-- Mr. Curless



ANCIENT NEAR EAST

SUMERIAN

AKKADIAN

BABYLONIAN

ASSYRIAN

PERSIAN

City of UR (first independent city-state) – Anu and Nanna

Ziggurats – developed 1st writing system – VOTIVE 

FIGURES – Cylinder seals for stamping – EPIC OF 

GILGAMESH – invention of the wheel

Sargon I defeats Sumerians – Stele of Naramsin –

heiratic scale – brutality in art

United Sumer under Hammurabi (1792 – 1750 BCE) 

– Stele of Hammurabi with his Code of Laws –

Creation Myths

Took control around 1400 BCE – King Assurbanipal – kept library, 

ziggurat form & Sumerian texts – Human-head lion LAMASSUs 

guard palace

Neo-Sumerian – Gudea of Lagash

Neo-Babylonian – Nebuchadnezzar II

Cyrus & the citadel at Persepolis (built between 

521-465 BCE)



A Sumerian Stairway to Heaven
• (Fun fact, 

actually 
restored in the 
1980’s by 
Saddam 
Hussein….)

• What is this 
structure? 

• How does the 
form reflect 
the content 
and function?

• Why the 
height? (over 
40 feet).

Iraq   2100 B.C.E



The Scoop on the Ziggurat
• Central focal point of the city for 

religious and political purposes.
• Why would these be made of 

mud brick? How does WHERE 
you are make you WHO you are?

• Projects like this would have inspired 
religious worship AND kept the 
people too busy to rebel. 
• Why white wash the temple?
• Why make it waterproof?
• Why make it impossible to enter 

from the front where the ramp 
exits?

• Created to imitate mountains from 
where they believed the gods came, 
probably for the sky god “Anu”.

Interior includes cylinder 

scrolls/seals which are 

evidence of writing, 

record keeping and 

advanced/complex 

religion
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White Temple and its ziggurat at Ur. Uruk 

(now Warka, Iraq), 3500-3000 BCE. Sun-dried 

and fired mudbrick. SUMERIAN

The temple is named after its whitewashed walls 

and it stands atop a ziggurat, a high platform. 

Sumerian builders did not have access to stone 

quarries and instead formed mud bricks for the 

superstructures of their temples and other 

buildings. Almost all these structures have 

eroded over the course of time. The fragile 

nature of the building materials did not, however, 

prevent the Sumerians from erecting towering 

works, such as the Uruk temple, several 

centuries before the Egyptians built their stone 

pyramids. Enough of the Uruk complex remains 

to permit a fairly reliable reconstruction drawing. 

The temple (most likely dedicated to the sky god 

Anu) stands on top of a high platform, or 

ziggurat, 40 feet above street level in the city 

center. 

Artist’s rendering of the White Temple and ziggurat

Sumerian Art
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White Temple and its ziggurat at Ur. Uruk 

(now Warka, Iraq), 3500-3000 BCE. Sun-dried 

and fired mudbrick. SUMERIAN

Like many other ziggurats found, the four 

corners of the white temple and ziggurat are 

oriented to the four directions of a compass.

The “bent-axis” plan was common in Sumerian 

temples… a bent-axis plan is a nonlinear 

approach that incorporates 2-3 angular changes 

in direction (as opposed to the Egyptian 

standard of going straight up).

Sumerian Ziggurat of Ur (Bent-axis)

Sumerian Art
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Lyre of Queen Puabi  (Ur)

Sumerian

c. 2685 BCE

Sumerian Art
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Sir Leonard Woolley (finder 

of the Standard of Ur) with 

a frame of an excavated 

harp, 1920s.

Sumerian Art



Tell Asmar Statues: “Tell em to blink would ya?” 

VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/ancient-mediterranean-ap/ancient-near-east-a/v/standing-male-worshipper


Devotion Through Votives

• Sumerians placed 
little statues of 
themselves with the 
gods in the temple to 
show their devotion 
and awe.

• Evidence of social 
hierarchies and 
advanced religion. 

• Tell Asmar Statues, 
2700 B.C.E, Iraq 
Museum, Baghdad.
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Sumerian Votive Figures
2700 BCE, Gypsum laid with shell and 

black limestone.

The principal purpose of the votive 

figure is to allow a person to be praying 

(in spirit) even when the person cannot 

be there. (Nowadays, Christians use 

votive CANDLES, which serve a similar 

purpose.)  All of the statuettes 

represent people, rather than deities, 

with their hands folded in front of their 

chests in gesture of prayer, usually 

holding the small beakers the 

Sumerians used in religious rites. The 

men wear belts and fringed skirts. Most 

have beards and shoulder-length hair. 

The women wear long robes, with the 

right shoulder bare. 

Sumerian Art
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Sumerian Votive Figures
2700 BCE, Gypsum laid with shell and 

black limestone. SUMERIAN

Similar figurines from other sites bear 

inscriptions giving such information as 

the name of the donor and the god or 

even specific prayers to the deity on 

the owner's behalf. The sculptors of the 

Eshnunna statuettes employed simple 

forms, primarily cones and cylinders, 

for the figures. Most striking is the 

disproportionate relationship between 

the inlaid oversized eyes and the tiny 

hands. Scholars have explained the 

exaggeration of the eye size in various 

ways, but most likely to symbolize the 

alertness needed for constant prayer to 

the gods.

Sumerian Art
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Votive figures at the Temple of Abu  (Sumerian)

Sumerian Art
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Votive figures on display at the Louvre, Paris.

Sumerian Art



The Sumerian “Standard” of Excellence
VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/ancient-mediterranean-ap/ancient-near-east-a/v/standard-of-ur-c-2600-2400-b-c-e


ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Standard of Ur (from the Royal Tombs at Ur)
2600-2400 BCE. Wood inlaid with shell, lapis lazuli, and red limestone. 

Discovered in the 1920s.   SUMERIAN

Sumerian Art
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Standard of Ur
2600-2400 BCE. Wood inlaid with shell, lapis 

lazuli, and red limestone. Discovered in the 

1920s.   SUMERIAN

The “Standard of Ur” is a small trapezoidal 

box (8.5” high by 19.5” long) whose two 

sides and end panels are covered with 

figurative and geometric mosaics made of 

pieces of shell, lapis lazuli, and red limestone 

set into bitumen. It was found near a soldier 

who was believed to have carried it on a long 

pole as the royal emblem of a king. Although 

it is more likely to have been the sound box 

for a musical instrument, the name Sir 

Leonard Woolley gave it—“the Standard”—is 

still used.

Sumerian Art
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Standard of Ur
2600-2400 BCE. Wood inlaid with shell, lapis 

lazuli, and red limestone. Discovered in the 

1920s.   SUMERIAN

The mosaics on the Standard depict life in 

early Mesopotamia. The two sides, dubbed 

the “War Side” and the “Peace Side,” tell a 

story read from bottom to top. The top 

register on each side depicts a king, who 

is larger in scale than the other figures. The 

Standard shows the two most important roles 

of an early Mesopotamian ruler: the warrior 

who protected the people and secured 

access to water and natural resources and 

the leader who served as an intermediary 

between the people and the gods.

Sumerian Art
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WAR SIDE

PEACE SIDE

Sumerian Art
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Loyal Solders (the WAR side)

Lyre Player (the PEACE side)

Sumerian Art



An Important Standard in the Standard
• Sumerian art followed an 

arrangement:

• Hierarchy of Scale. 

• Figures are placed in a 
composition according to 
their rank in society.

• In the Standard of Ur, the 
king is the tallest figure in 
the picture and in the 
middle of the top register.

Each city-state had a 
patron god for which 
rulers would fight in their 
honor. 

Conflicts were frequent 
among city states. 



Reverse side of the Standard of Ur



Found Alongside the Standard….Songs and Cylinder 
Seals to Reflect Social Status



Sumerian Art *Pop Quiz*
On a sheet of paper:   *must include Form & Function

1. Tell me 3 things about the White Temple and 
Ziggurat from Uruk *

2. Tell me 3 things about the Statues of Votive Figures
from the Square Temple at Eshnunna *

3. Tell me 3 things about the Standard of Ur from Ur 
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Cylinder Seals, Beginning around

3500 BCE. SUMERIAN

A cylinder seal is a cylinder engraved with a 

'picture story', used in ancient times to roll an 

impression onto a two-dimensional surface, 

generally wet clay. They are linked to the 

invention of the latter cuneiform writing on clay 

cylinders.

Seal were made from hard stone, glass, or 

ceramics. A cylinder was rolled over wet clay to 

mark or identify clay tablets, envelopes, 

ceramics and bricks. It so covers an area as 

large as desired, an advantage over earlier 

stamp seals.

The seals were needed as signatures, 

confirmation of receipts, or to mark clay tablets 

and building blocks. Its use and spread 

coincides with the use of clay tablets, starting 

at the end of the 4th millennium up to the end 

of the first millennium.

Sumerian Art
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Sumerian Art
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Sumerian Art

http://www.metmuseum.org/Works_of_Art/viewOnezoom.asp?dep=3&zoomFlag=1&viewmode=0&item=41.160.192


VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-history/ancient-art-civilizations/ancient-near-east1/modal/v/sealed


Enter the Akkadians
• 2334 B.C.- Sargon I from Akkadia united 

Mesopotamia together through conquest. 
• Name = “true king”

• Had a different view of relationship 
between politics and religion than 
Sumerians. 

• Gods “blessed” rulers, vs assisted them. 

• Began a tradition of ruling not just through 
military strength, but imposing order and 
justice as representatives of the gods. 

• Sargon = inspired by Ishtar who loved him, 
despite humble background.

.



Smart Sargon

• Sargon had over 34 victories from Akkad to 
the Persian gulf.
• Battles were glorified in written 

inscriptions
• Allowed Sumerian religion and united 

his empire under Akkadian language
• Promoted commerce and trade
• Used taxes to pay soldiers and 

support artists and scribes 
• People fought for him
• Artists glorified him

• His legacy continued on with his 
grandson.
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Sargon I – First AKKADIAN Ruler

Akkadian Art



• How is form and content 
used to achieve the function 
of this piece?

FORM + CONTENT = FUNCTION



Saying it with Stele
• Stele (pronounced stee-luh): 

Wood or stone markers, used 
as burial markers or markers 
of important events/sites. 

• Victory Stele of Naram-Sin, 
2254-2218 B.C.E, sandstone, 
Louvre, Paris

• Created by Sargon’s grandson

• How does this piece reflect the 
view of the ruler regarding his 
rule?

• What have they adopted from 
the Sumerians?

• The Akkadians began a new 
practice of outliers of a 
civilization on the margins 
becoming the conquerors. 

VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-history/ancient-art-civilizations/ancient-near-east1/modal/v/victory-stele-of-naram-sin-2254-2218-b-c-e
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Stele of NaramSin
c. 2300-2200 BCE, 6 ½ ft. tall.

Sandstone. AKKADIAN

This stele illustrates the victory over 

the Lullabis, mountain people of 

western lran by Naram-Sin, who 

claimed to be the universal monarch 

and was deified during his lifetime. He 

had himself depicted climbing the 

mountain at the head of his troops. His 

helmet bears the horns emblematic of 

divine power. Although it is worn, his 

face is expressive of the ideal human 

conqueror, a convention imposed on 

artists by the monarchy. The king 

tramples on the bodies of his enemies 

at the foot of a peak; above it the solar 

disk figures several times, and the king 

pays homage to it for his victory.

Akkadian Art
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This stele illustrates the victory over 

the Lullabis, mountain people of 

western lran by Naram-Sin, who 

claimed to be the universal monarch 

and was deified during his lifetime. He 

had himself depicted climbing the 

mountain at the head of his troops. His 

helmet bears the horns emblematic of 

divine power. Although it is worn, his 

face is expressive of the ideal human 

conqueror, a convention imposed on 

artists by the monarchy. The king 

tramples on the bodies of his enemies 

at the foot of a peak; above it the solar 

disk figures several times, and the king 

pays homage to it for his victory.

Stele of NaramSin
c. 2300-2200 BCE, 6 ½ ft. tall.

Sandstone. AKKADIAN

Akkadian Art
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Akkadian Art
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Gudea of Lagash
2141-2122 B.C.; NEO-SUMERIAN 16 1/8 in.

Of all the rulers of ancient Mesopotamia, Gudea, Ruler of 

Lagash, emerges the most clearly across the millennia due 

to the survival of many of his religious texts and statues. He 

ruled his city-state in southeast Iraq for twenty years, 

bringing peace and prosperity at a time when the Guti, 

tribesmen from the northeastern mountains, occupied the 

land. His inscriptions describe vast building programs of 

temples for his gods. 

This statuette depicts the governor in worship before his 

gods wearing the persian-lamb fur cap and a shawl-like 

fringed robe with tassles. 

A Sumerian cuneiform inscription on the back describes the 

building of a temple to the goddess Geshtinanna, Gudea's

personal god, and the making of this statue for her.

Neo-Sumerian Art
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The inscription extends over part of 

the right shoulder and onto the left 

side of the robe. The upper part, the 

cartouche, gives the name of the 

ruler, while the lower, main text 

speaks of the reasons for the 

creation of this particular statue. The 

cartouche translates as follows:

Gudea, city ruler of Lagash, the man 

who built the temple of Ningishzida and 

the temple of Geshtinanna. 

Gudea, city ruler of Lagash, built to 

Geshtinanna, the queen a-azi-mu-a, the 

beloved wife of Ningishzida, his queen, 

her temple in Girsu. He created for her 

[this] statue. "She granted the 

prayer," he gave it a name for her and 

brought it into her temple. 

Neo-Sumerian Art
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The Louvre, Paris

Neo-Sumerian Art

VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-history/ancient-art-civilizations/ancient-near-east1/modal/v/seated-gudea


ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Neo-Sumerian Art

//upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/23/Gudea_of_Lagash_Girsu.jpg


Bring on Babylon

• 2112 B.C.E.- the Sumerians 
kicked the Akkadian’s out 
briefly until the rise of Babylon 
in 1792 B.C.E. in Southern 
Mesopotamia.

• King Hammurabi led the rise 
of Babylon. 

• Greatly respected Sumerian 
beliefs. (sun God Shamash)

• Created a set of written law 
codes “ordered by the god 
Shamash.”

• “Eye for an eye, tooth for a 
tooth mentality.”

• Reveals social hierarchies

VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/ancient-mediterranean-ap/ancient-near-east-a/v/stele-of-hammurabi
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Stele of Hammurabi
c. 1780 BCE, Basalt. BABYLONIAN

The Stele of Hammurabi (c. 1792-1750 

BCE) is both a piece of art and a code of 

law commissioned by the 6th King of 

Babylon, Hammurabi. The sculpture is a 

7.4 ft. tall piece of diorite, the lower 3/4 of 

the stone smoothed as to allow The Code 

of Hammurabi (the laws and punishments 

he set forth) to be inscribed on it. The top 

quarter of the piece is a relief sculpture 

depicting Hammurabi receiving the code 

orally from the god of justice, Shamash.

Babylonian Art



The Introduction of Hammurabi….
• “Anu and Bel called by name me, Hammurabi, the 

exalted Prince who feared God, to bring about the 
rule of righteousness in the land, to destroy the 
wicked and the evil-doers; so that the strong should 
not harm the weak, so that I should rule over the 
black-headed people (Sumerians)like Shamash, and 
enlighten the land, to further the well-being of 
mankind.
• If a son strikes his father, his hands shall be hewn off.

• If a man knock out the teeth of his equal, his teeth shall 
be knocked out. 

Fun Fact: This is where the expression “written in stone” 
came from. ☺

What is important about the image at the 
top of the Stele? How does Hammurabi use 
religion as reinforcement in a visual way?
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The top portion, shown here, depicts 

Hammurabi with Shamash, the sun god. 

Shamash is presenting to Hammurabi a staff 

and ring, which symbolize the power to 

administer the law. Hammurabi, with the help 

of his impressive Babylonian army, 

conquered his rivals and established a 

unified Mesopotamia. He proved to be as 

great an administrator as he was a general. 

The code of Hammurabi contained 281 laws, 

written by scribes on 12 tablets. Unlike 

earlier laws, it was written in Akkadian, the 

daily language of Babylon, and could 

therefore be read by any literate person in 

the city. (By the way – the Code didn’t 

include law #13.)

Stele of Hammurabi
c. 1780 BCE, Basalt. BABYLONIAN

Babylonian Art
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 A woman's place was in the home to serve the family. If she failed to perform her duties, was unable 

to bear children, or wanted to engage in business the husband had legal grounds to divorce her.

 If a son was to strike at his father he shall have his hands cut off; or if he had committed a serious 

crime his father would have legal grounds to disinherit him. Leaving him no place in the family. 

 If a man who had committed highway robbery was not caught, then the one from whom he had 

stolen had legal grounds to be restored all that was lost back from the governor of the city or district in 

which he had been robbed. 

 If a free man's house caught fire and another free man went to help put it out and had stolen 

anything form the house of the free man, then he should be thrown into that fire.

 If a free man was to cause blindness of a member of the aristocracy, he too should be caused to be 

blind. (Eye for an eye)

 If a free man was to break the bone of a member of the aristocracy, he too should have that bone 

broken.

 If a member of the aristocracy or upper class was to cause blindness of or break the bone of a 

commoner, then he should pay the court one mina of silver.

 If a rich man was to cause blindness of or break the bone of a free man's slave, then he should pay 

one-half of his value.

 If a man built a house for a nobleman and didn't make it strong and the house was to collapse 

causing the death or injury of the nobleman, then the builder should be put to death.

 If a man built a house for a nobleman and didn't make it strong so that the house was to collapse 

destroying any goods, then he should be made to rebuild the house at his own expense without pay. 

A sample of laws from Hammurabi….Babylonian Art
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Other versions of the Stele of Hammurabi at the Louvre

Babylonian Art
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Babylonian Art



The Assyrians Assume Command

• Took control of Mesopotamia 
by end of 800’s after brief 
Hittite rule.

• Superiority of the King was the 
major focus of culture.

• Very macho men, warrior 
culture. Ruled through force.

• Palace Citadel  of Sargon II

• 25 acres, 30 courtyards, 200 
rooms

• How would this palace be used as 
propaganda for rulers?

• Why would they need it?
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Assurbanipal

ASSYRIAN

Assyrian Art

VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-history/ancient-art-civilizations/ancient-near-east1/modal/v/ashurbanipal-hunting-lions-assyrian


ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Ashurbanipal sticks it to a lion!   ASSYRIAN

Assyrian Art
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NEO-ASSYRIAN

Ashurnasirpal II

883–859 BCE

Assyrian Art

http://www.metmuseum.org/Works_of_Art/viewOnezoom.asp?dep=3&zoomFlag=1&viewmode=0&item=32.143.4
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Assyrian Art

http://www.metmuseum.org/Works_of_Art/viewOnezoom.asp?dep=3&zoomFlag=1&viewmode=0&item=32.143.4
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Assyrian Art



Sargon’s Citadel (713 B.C.E)- Modern day Iraq

• 7 monumental gates 
surrounded by Lammasu

• Why would they need these?
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Human-headed Winged Bull

Assyrian

Reign of Sargon II, 721-705 BCE

This colossal sculpture was one of a 

pair that guarded the entrance to the 

throne room of King Sargon II. A 

protective spirit known as a "lamassu", it 

is shown as a composite being with the 

head of a human, the body and ears of 

a bull, and the wings of a bird. When 

viewed from the side, the creature 

appears to be walking; when viewed 

from the front, to be standing still. Thus 

it is actually represented with five, 

rather than four, legs.

Assyrian Art

VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-history/ancient-art-civilizations/ancient-near-east1/modal/v/lamassu
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Compare the Lamassu to the Greek Sphinx!Assyrian Art
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Metropolitan Museum of Art, New YorkAssyrian Art
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Metropolitan Museum of Art, New YorkAssyrian Art
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The Louvre, ParisAssyrian Art



Lurking Lammasu

• Why would a royal family feel the 
need to put these around a palace? 

"Beasts of the 

mountains and the 

seas, which I had 

fashioned out of white 

limestone and 

alabaster, I had set up 

in its gates. I made it 

[the palace] fittingly 

imposing."



What does this art work say about the people who 
created it? Why make it?

• Assurnasirpal II Killing 
Lions, Nimrud, Iraq c. 
875-860 B.C.E.



• How has the art changed 
from Sumeria to the 
Assyrians?



The Lion Hunt, c. 640 B.C.E, British Museum, 
London

• Uses bas-relief form (bah relief): 
Sculpted figures project out of a 
background, provides a three 
dimensional perspective and texture.
• Work is dynamic, showing action and 

movement.

• Evokes emotion.

• Narrative: tells a story in multiple 
scenes (think ‘narrating’)

• Story moves smoothly, continuously, 
not in chunks/registers.

• Action defines importance, not size. 



The Neo-Babylonians: The Hanging Gardens and 
Ziggurat of Babylon

• A Brief Return of the Babylonians and 
king Nebuchadnezzar (frequently 
mentioned in the Bible as destroyer of 
the Jewish city in Jerusalem)

VIDEO

https://youtu.be/uQxaRrKH29Q?t=35s


VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-history/ancient-art-civilizations/ancient-near-east1/modal/v/towers-of-babel


• A carving of the Tower of Babel has been found on a stone tablet dating back 
over 2,500 years.

• One of the images shows King Nebuchadnezzar II, who ruled Babylon 2,500 
years ago, standing next to a huge ziggurat – a pyramidlike structure dedicated 
to the god Marduk that some scholars believe is the Tower of Babel of Biblical 
fame.



The Babylonian Buildings: The Ishtar Gate

VIDEO

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-history/ancient-art-civilizations/ancient-near-east1/modal/v/ishtar-gate-and-processional-way-reconstruction-babylon-c-575-b-c-e


ANCIENT NEAR EAST

The Ishtar Gate was the eighth 

gate to the inner city of Babylon. It 

was constructed in about 575 BC 

by order of King Nebuchadnezzar 

II on the north side of the city. 

Dedicated to the goddess Ishtar, 

the Gate was constructed of blue 

glazed tiles with alternating rows 

of bas-relief dragons and bulls.

Ishtar Gate

Neo-Babylonian

575 BCE

Neo-Babylonian Art

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=bbEIuOVuPgO_ZM&tbnid=EqEahOqjqehKbM:&ved=0CAgQjRwwAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcommons.wikimedia.org%2Fwiki%2FFile%3AIshtar_Gate_at_Berlin_Museum.jpg&ei=3c2zUdf5KuPV0gHlvoHABA&psig=AFQjCNE3kPkyJe4vpm_Khv9OKQIMldeMSQ&ust=1370824541733566


ANCIENT NEAR EAST

A reconstruction of the Ishtar gate and Processional Way was built at the Pergamon 

Museum in Berlin out of material excavated and finished in the 1930s. It includes the 

inscription plaque. It stands 47 feet high and 32 feet wide (14 meters by 10 meters). 

Built by Nebuchadnezzar 

II to honor Ishtar, the 

goddess of Love and War.

Ishtar Gate

Neo-Babylonian

575 BCE

Neo-Babylonian Art

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=ishtar+gate&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=yHhLV6DsiAOqwM&tbnid=6gjegxbw38j8sM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fklimtlover.wordpress.com%2Fmesopotamia-and-persia%2Fneo-babylonian-art%2F&ei=LM6zUeKQG4Xy0gHr8YCwCg&psig=AFQjCNES5slAEQkmxTZsxCyt1GvQJ_kAoA&ust=1370824527509389


ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Detail from Ishtar Gate, Neo-Babylonian, 575 BCE.

Neo-Babylonian Art

http://www.metmuseum.org/Works_of_Art/viewOnezoom.asp?dep=3&zoomFlag=1&viewmode=0&item=31%2E13%2E2


The Persians Push In

• Originally nomadic culture, settled 
in modern day Iran.

• Began expanding an empire to 
include Babylon and Mesopotamia.

• Only the Greek’s stood up to them 
during the Persian Wars, led by 
Cyrus, Darius I and Xerxes.

• Gained loyalty by being tolerant of 
conquered cultures. 

• Left local rulers in charge of 
governing.

• First major recorded empire in 
history.

• Easily conquered Babylon who were 
sick of forced labor. 



The Perfect Persian Empire

• No one knew how to run an empire better 
than the Persians
• Allowed religious freedom but 

promoted Zoroastrianism
• Kind to those conquered
• Mail, road and weight system united 

the empire
• Gained support from Jews who were 

allowed to rebuild
• Adopted customs of the people 

conquered. 
• Merciful, Tolerant

• Cyrus was such a great ruler, he 
was an inspiration for Thomas 
Jefferson



The Cyrus Cylinder from the United Nations 
Building in New York

• A replica of an 
original found in 
1879 that 
describes 
Cyrus’s acts of 
mercy and 
tolerance of 
other traditions, 
a practice 
unheard of in 
ancient times. 

• Seen as the first 
bill of human 
rights



Darius Dives In

• The Persian empire reached greater levels of 
expansion under Darius I. 
• Less trusted than his dad
• Used “eyes and ears of the king” to spy on the 

empire, and even spied on them to make sure 
they weren’t over taxing the people. 

• Issued coins with him as a warrior throughout 
the empire as a reminder of who controls 
what. 

• Created qanat irrigation before the Romans 
even did. 
• Ultimately lost against the Greeks in the 

Persian Wars



The Image of an Empire
• Being the first empire comes with a 

reputation.

• A beautiful capital city in Persepolis 
(Parsa)

• Massive architecture was designed to 
impress and intimidate by scale.
• Large audience halls to welcome visitors.

• Buildings for ceremonies to honor rulers and 
hold celebrations.

• Architecture characterized by use of 
Columns with two bull-shaped capitals 
(conquered by Persians)

• Relief sculptures as reminders for visitors

• Shows adoption of Mesopotamian art by 
invaders. 



Palace of Persepolis: A Portrayal of Power
• How was this palace designed as a work of propaganda for this empire?



Persepolis

• An Aerial view of the Apadana or Audience Hall



ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Audience Hall (apadana) of Darius 

and Xerxes. Persepolis, Iran.

C520-465 BCE. PERSIAN

As a word apadana is used to designate a 

hypostyle hall, i.e., a palace or audience hall 

of stone construction with columns. The 

Persepolis Apadana belongs to the oldest 

building phase of the city of Persepolis, the 

first half of the 5th century BC, as part of the 

original design by Darius the Great. Its 

construction completed by Xerxes. The 

Apadana at Persepolis has a surface of 1000 

square metres; its roof was supported by 72 

columns, each 24 metres tall. The entire hall 

was destroyed in 331 BC by the army of 

Alexander the Great. Stones from the 

columns were used as building material for 

nearby settlements. By the start of the 20th 

century, only 13 of these giant columns were 

still standing.

Persian Art



ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Persian Art



ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Persian Art



The Assyrian Example









Specifics in Persepolis

• Later destroyed by the 
Armies of Alexander 
the Great who needed 
5,000 mules and 
20,000 camels to 
transport the treasure 
from it back to 
Greece.

• Reliefs built to remind 
visitors from the 
empire of power of 
the Persians and their 
job to present tribute 
gifts. 









Important to Remember:

• Art and architecture of the Ancient Near East…

• Primarily serves political and religious functions, usually 
in combination. 

• Changes with the context of each new invasion, 
reflecting new and old traditions/techniques, becoming 
more elaborate with size and time. 

• Continues tradition of funerary art, reflecting religion 
and settled civilizations.

• Uses new forms and techniques to reflect importance of 
humans (hierarchy of scale, composite views)

• Remember…we are studying Art History….so how does 
the art of this time period reflect what was happening 
in history?


