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An Analysis of The Gods and Heroes in
Ancient Mesopotamian Art

Eski Mezopotamya Sanatinda Tanrilar ve
Kahramanlar Uzerine Bir Analiz

ABSTRACT

Mesopotamia, the region between the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, was home to many civilizations
such as Sumer-Akkadian, Babylonia, and Assyria. Mesopotamian culture is based on a common
religious view and consists of theocratic states ruled first by priest-kings. Mesopotamia is one
of the crucial geographies where history is illuminated by art. This art reflects the feelings and
thoughts of people and provides important clues about their world. The Sumerians' invention of
writing was a significant development, but other developments and innovations in Mesopotamia
also affected ancient societies such as the Middle East and Anatolia. Art is at the forefront of these
developments and innovations. Centers such as Gobeklitepe, Kurugay, Nevali Cori, Cayénu, Hacllar,
and Eriha-Jericho contain early examples of this art. Works of art such as the Vultures Stele, Ur
Standard, Uruk Warka Vase, Naram-Sin Victory Stele, and Lion Hunt Stele are essential examples
for our subject with their depictions of gods, kings, and heroes. This visual art of Mesopotamia is
critical to the history of the Ancient Age as it provides information that thousands of written do-
cuments cannot convey.

In Mesopotamian art, where gods and heroes (kings) are seen from the Neolithic Age to the Early
Bronze Age, the concepts of gods and kings occupy a central place in art. However, it is also evident
that these depictions developed and changed over time. Looking at these depictions, it is unders-
tood that while gods represent the spirit world and beliefs, heroes (king or emperor) symbolize
earthly power. In these works of art, heroes are usually depicted as hunters, warriors, or kings. This
heroism, which extends to the claim of god or godhood, reflects new administrative powers, eco-
nomic prosperity, and military development.

Keywords: Mesopotamia, art, religion, king, hero
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Firat ile Dicle nehirleri arasindaki bolgenin adi olan Mezopotamya; Stimer-Akad, Babil ve Asur gibi
bircok medeniyete ev sahipligi yapmistir. Mezopotamya kiiltird, ortak bir dinf gortise dayanir ve tan-
ri-krallarin yonettigi teokratik devletlerden olusur. Mezopotamya, tarihin sanatla aydinlatildigi nemli
cografyalardan biridir. Bu sanat, insanlarin duygularini ve disiincelerini yansitarak, onlarin diinyasi
hakkinda 6nemli ipuglari sunar. Sumerlerin yaziyir bulmalari gok énemli bir gelisme olmakla birlikte
Mezopotamya'da ki diger gelisme ve yeniliklerle de Ortadodu ve Anadolu gibi Eski Cag toplumlari-
ni etkilemistir. Sanat ise bu gelisim ve yeniliklerin basinda gelmektedir. Gobeklitepe, Kurugay, Nevali
Cori, Cayonu, Hacllar ve Eriha- Jericho gibi merkezler bu sanatinin erken dénem orneklerini barindirir.
Akbabalar Steli, Ur Standardi, Uruk Warka Vazosu, Naram-Sin Zafer Steli, Aslan Avi Steli gibi sanat
eserleri ise barindirdidi tanri, kral ve kahraman tasvirleriyle konumuz icin dnemli 6rnekleri olustur-
mustur. Mezopotamya’'nin bu gorsel sanati, binlerce yazili belgenin aktaramayacag! bilgileri sunmasi
bakimindan Eski Cag tarihi icin ayri bir onem tasimaktadir.

Neolitik Cag'dan Eski Tung Cagdi'na kadar tanri ve kahramanlarin (kral) gortldtigi Mezopotamya sana-
tinda tanri ve kral kavramlarinin sanatta merkezi bir yer tuttugu gorilir. Ancak bu tasvirlerin zamanla
gelistigi ve degistigi de ortadadir. Bu tasvirlere bakildiginda Tanrilar, ruh diinyasini ve inanglari tem-
sil ederken, kahramanlar (kral veya imparator) diinyevi glici simgeledigi anlagiimaktadir. Bu sanat
eserlerinde kahramanlar genellikle avci, savasgi veya kral olarak betimlenmistir. Tanri ya da tanrilik
iddiasina kadar uzanan bu kahramanlik, yeni idari gliglerin, ekonomik refahin ve askeri gelisimin bir
yansimasidir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Mezopotamya, sanat, din, kral, kahraman
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Introduction

Mesopotamia is the name given to the geography between the
Euphrates and Tigris. This nomenclature formed by the words Me-
sos-potamos (between rivers) has come to have a broad meaning,
expressing the cultural accumulation of many civilizations over time.
The “Ancient Mesopotamian Culture”, which peaked first with Sum-
er-Akkad, then Babylon and Assyria, was an achievement of many
societies. This culture is the unity of a common religious view. For
this reason, it is possible to say that the basis of the culture is the
spiritual-ethical aspects of the Sumerian-Akkadian religion and its
social, political, and economic characteristics. These societies, which
transformed from theocratic and socialist cities into states ruled by
priest-kings and later into a world of empires, attributed their exis-
tence to metaphysical forces (Moortgat, 1969, p. IX, X; Hrouda, 2015,
p. 7; Topaloglu & Uslu 2022, p. 490).

This region, where the foundations of civilization were laid, covers the
geography extending from the Taurus Mountains to the Persian Gulf,
from the Zagros Mountains to the Amanos Mountains (Koéroglu, 2012,
p.14). The art of this culture is based on the concepts of god and king.
Despite the unity of these god-king concepts at the basis of art, the
differences seen are due to external influences and the different tech-
nical skills and local styles of societies. In the historical process, af-
ter Sumer and Akkad, when Babylon and Assyria became the central
powers in Mesopotamia, Mesopotamian art necessarily became the
heir of Sumer and Akkadian art (Map 1; Moortgat, 1969, p. X; Topaloglu
&Uslu 2022, p. 490)

The Sumerian’s discovery of writing was a significant development,
but other developments and innovations in Mesopotamia also af-
fected ancient societies such as the Middle East and Anatolia. Art is
at the forefront of these developments and innovations. Mesopota-
mia is one of the most essential geographies where history is illumi-
nated by art (Parrot, 1970, p. 9).

Art is a creation that expresses emotions, has aesthetic concerns,
and appeals to the senses. It has always given meaning to human
existence (Bahrani, 2017, p. 8; Stokstad & Cothren, 2018, p. XXVII).
Art, which carries essential data on the development of humankind
throughout history, has also harbored memories of past lives. In this
context, regardless of the type of ancient art (mural, ceramic, sculp-
ture, etc)), it gives crucial clues about the world of the society or the
people to whom it belongs (Berkli & Giltepe, 2016; 45; Berkli & Glilte-
pe, 2020, p. 446)

It is seen that the perception of art, which reflects the feelings,
thoughts, and lives of human beings, has changed and developed
over time in Mesopotamia. The primary purpose of this article is to
examine the change in the art of Mesopotamia, home to the most
advanced civilizations of the Ancient Age, from a historical perspec-
tive regarding gods and heroes and to analyze the change.

Gods represent the spirit world or numinous universe of people,
their beliefs, and perceptions. On the contrary, heroes, represent
a mundane world an earthly power. In Mesopotamian art, heroes
are mostly associated with worldly power. In works of art, heroes
first appear as hunters and warriors, such as in Lion Hunt Stele
(Thuesen, 2000, p. 59), and then as kings and emperors. This hero-
ism is sometimes taken even further, even claiming god-godhood,
such as Naram-Sin (Gates, 2013, p. 54). The transformation process
from gods to heroes in Mesopotamia in this context reflects a new
administrative power, propaganda, economic prosperity, military
power, and a complex administrative structure with the develop-
ment of weapons. Examining the historical reality behind this change
through works of art is essential (Etgl, & Peksen, 2023, p. 511-525).
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Mesopotamia Cultures Map

Mesopotamian visual art carries information about history that even
thousands of written documents cannot convey. One of the most
important of these artistic examples is the Stele of the Vultures. The
stele vividly represents the soldiers of the period, the god Ningirsu
(Ninurta), the king, and enemies. The stele, dated circa 2500 BC, is
the first known depiction of warfare and provides essential data on
the relationship between war, religion, and strategy.

Scientific studies on art show that Mesopotamia, is one of the
places where art emerged (Hegel, 1975, p. 636; Chi & Azara, 2015,
p. 78), but academic studies are quite limited. Since this geog-
raphy is the birthplace of writing, as well as art, science, and his-
torical studies based on written documents, are more common.
However, it is understood that most of the written sources cannot
be translated for various reasons and that the classification of the
translated ones has not yet been completed despite all efforts.
For these reasons, we think that trying to illuminate history via
art will support the written documents and enlighten the darker
parts. Mesopotamian art has been followed as a trend for centu-
ries, and even repetition not only reinforces the event but also
reveals the change. Therefore, these art movements give accu-
rate ideas illuminating the relevant period. In this context, in this
study, the artistic change process of Mesopotamian civilizations
and states will be evaluated from a historical perspective (Yildirim,
2023, p. 360-376).

The period from the Neolithic Age to the Early Bronze Age, when
heroes and even god-heroes were seen, constitutes the temporal
scope of this article. It is known that the climate of the region was not
very favorable for settlement before the Neolithic Age, which nega-
tively affected the human population and artistic products. In this
context, the period from hunter-gatherer societies to the first cities,
in other words, from the beginning of art in the region to the fall of
Akkad is discussed. Because the transformation from gods to heroes
was completed during the Akkadian period.



The world of meaning that the concepts of “God” and “Hero,” con-
stitute the subject of the study, so expressing this term for Meso-
potamia is essential. “God” represents the creator and superhuman
beings that people worship. “Hero,” on the other hand, refers to the
rulers or administrators who are the product of the class distinction
that emerged as a result of the sociological transformations expe-
rienced by humanity in the Chalcolithic Age. These rulers were first
tribal chiefs, then city rulers, then kings and emperors in the Akkadian
period (Yildirim, 2022, p. 69-73). In this context, this expression refers
to the people who ruled society in different periods, and it is mostly
seen in artworks and scenes showing their power.

Itis understood that the appearance of depictions of gods and heroes
in Mesopotamian art came at the end of a long artistic development.
For this reason, it will be helpful to outline the creative development
of god and hero depictions since the Neolithic Age via the prominent
artworks in Mesopotamian art.

God-Hero Phenomenon in Sumerian Art

It is accepted that the artistic activities of human beings started in
the Paleolithic Age and the first artistic works were paintings on cave
walls (Clottes 2016; Guthrie 2005). However, these artistic works
were generally concentrated in Europe, especially in caves in Spain
and France along the migration routes (Keeley 1996, 45). In Meso-
potamia, on the other hand, examples began to be seen only from
the Neolithic Age onwards. In this context, Mesopotamian art, which
showed great development in a limited period, is represented by
painted ceramics and seals before 3000 BC.

Developments from the Neolithic Age onwards formed the basis
ofthe states and even empires that would emerge in later periods.
The development of agriculture, plant cultivation, and domestica-
tion of animals enabled people to form societies with permanent
settlements in the Neolithic Age.

It can be said that Mesopotamian art was generally made for a
purpose (Benzel 2010, p10). For example, the praying position
of the votive statues placed in the temples in Sumer symboliz-
es praying to the gods continuously (Bahrani 2017, p. 83). Deco-
rations for religious or practical purposes were also reflected in
artifacts; in addition to human and animal forms, wall paintings
also appeared in the houses built, and vessels painted with figura-
tive patterns were offered for the use of the household. This situa-
tion ensured that art was not limited to the temple or palace, but
reached every segment of society with the tools and equipment
people used in their daily lives (Bertman 2003, p. 216).

The first works of Mesopotamian art can be found in Gébeklitepe
(Sanliurfa- Tlirkiye), which was discovered as a result of new exca-
vations. A place of worship, the animal symbols on the obelisks of
Gobeklitepe are remarkable in terms of revealing the nature-religion
connection (Kurt & Goler, 2017, p. 1109). In this context, the role of re-
ligion in Mesopotamian art and its interaction with the environment
becomes clearer (Image 1; Bahrani, 2017, p. 28).

One of the first objects that attracted attention in early Mes-
opotamian art was figurines, which are products of beliefs. This
situation is similar in Anatolia. The figurines found at sites such
as Nevali Cori (8400 and 7540 BC, Sanliurfa- Turkiye), Cayoni
(8200 and 6000 BC, Diyarbakir-Turkiye) and Hacilar (5250
and 5000 BC, Burdur-Turkey) are a very important guide to
the art and beliefs of the region (Image 2; Bahrani, 2017, p. 31).

Image 1.
Gé6beklitepe animal figures

Image 2.
a. Hacilar, b. Kurugay, c. Hacilar d. Nevali Cori figures

Mesopotamian figurines are considered to be the oldest works of
sculpture and art. These figurines, which are usually depictions
of women made of terracotta, have a very rough workmanship.
With the development and change in the Ubaid period, female
and male figurines with slender bodies, protruding facial features,
arms spread out to the sides and emphasizing the genitals, as
well as female figurines of breastfeeding children begin to be seen
(Image 3; Campbell & Daems, 2017, p. 570-585).

Image 3.
Mesopotamian figures (Campbell & Daems, 2017)

Jericho (Palestine) is one of the important centers of Mesopo-
tamia providing different artistic works. The works at Jericho, in
which the human skull with the jaws removed is covered with
plaster, are remarkable. For a sense of vitality, the eyes were first
made of white plaster and then pupils were made with a black
substance similar to bitumen. These artifacts are associated with
religious beliefs and the cult of ancestors (Image 4; Honour &
Fleming, 2005, p. 43).



Image 4.
Eriha-Jericho Plastered Skull (BC 9000)

The pottery of Mesopotamia’s Pre-Pottery Neolithic Age, dated be-
tween 7000 and 5500 BC, shows geometric shapes, lines, and styl-
ized animal depictions, but no image of gods or heroes. However, de-
pictions of heroes are prevalent on the seals of the period (McMahon,
2022, 234-239). The emergence of seals in Mesopotamia is the first
development in the art of painting. It allows us to follow the develop-
ment of Asia Minor societies (Bahrani, 2017, p. 53). Seals are essential
as they symbolize private property, authority, and sometimes wealth
(Pitman, 2013, p. 319). These small objects symbolizing private prop-
erty were later seen as a canvas, and extremely rich themes were
depicted. They also provide significant depictions of the emergence
of heroes. When seals first appeared, it was known that they had
straightforward symbols. However, in later periods, various themes
were used to decorate cylinder seals, varying according to the period.
The earliest themes were nature or economics, depicting food and
textiles’ production or display (Kuiper, 2011, p. 134). Even by the time
of Ubaid II, a point had been reached where the printing area was
seen as a prepared surface for design, with the artist trying to create
a suitable image. Sumerian seals of the later period generally depict
goats, bulls, mythological creatures, and monsters in single or double
rows (Kramer, 1963, p. 100). The remaining parts of these depictions
were decorated in the so-called “brocade style” with fish, star, and di-
amond patterns (Frankfort, 1970, p. 39; Crawford, 2013, p. 327).

In this case, two interrelated themes of material prosperity and reli-
giosity are reflected in the decoration of early cylinder seals. (Image
4) However, during the Early Dynastic Period, there was a significant
shift, and the themes became different. Heroic deeds or heroes be-
gin to appear in seal themes, and mythic battle and banquet scenes
come to the fore (Bertman 2003, p. 234). Parallel to this change in
themes, Sumerian architecture, economy, state administration,
and trade also undergo significant changes. In this context, a strong
correlation exists between the rise of Sumerian city-states and the
emergence of new themes. (Image 5)

Image 5.
Stamps and cylinder seals depict a human (right - Ubaid) and a hero fighting a
mythological creature (left - Akkadian) (Pittman, 1987)

The most essential changes in Mesopotamian art occurred with the
emergence of the Sumerian city-states. After this period, signifi-
cant developments occurred in many aspects, such as theme, style,
content, and material. Some significant changes have emerged in
the themes, which were generally centered on religion and nature
before. The most prominent of these changes are the kings and rul-
ers in works of art. With a new understanding of perspective, gods,
kings, and rulers are depicted on a larger scale and brought to the
forefront. One of the first works in which these developments are
seen is depicting a king or ruler hunting a lion. The two people seen
in the lion hunt on the stele are different in size compared to each
other. Although some sources attribute this difference in size to the
understanding of perspective, it is actually due to the understanding
of hierarchy, that is, making them important, which was widely used
in Mesopotamia and Egypt. For this reason, the larger depiction is of
a king or ruler (Image 6; Thuesen 2000, p. 59).

Image 6.
The Lion Hunt Stele of Uruk-Wark, (Baghdad Museum,

www.worldhistory.org/image/10783/stele-of-lion-hunt-from-Uruk)

Aparallel change is also observed in Sumerian reliefs. While the reliefs
were relatively rough in the pre-writing period, it is understood that
they became standardized in the Early Dynastic Period. Two works
are noteworthy as the subject of reliefs. The first of these is the Ur
Standard and the other is the relief of Urnanshe of Lagash.

The Royal Tomb of Ur, one of the most critical discoveries in terms
of Mesopotamian art and history, is home to essential works in the
art of painting and various arts. In this royal tomb, where even hu-
mans were sacrificed and buried, the most remarkable object relat-



ed to painting is the work known as the Ur Standard. The Standard
of Ur is made of lapis lazuli, seashell, and red limestone on wood. In
the relief, which has survived in fragments, a composition with two
scenes, front and back, is spread over three bands. The first band of
the obverse depicts a banquet scene with the king, while the low-
er band shows the animals and goods brought to the palace. On the
reverse, soldiers and chariots advance, the army stepping on naked
enemy corpses. In the middle band, wounded and victorious Ur sol-
diers bring enemy prisoners to the king. The lower band shows a bat-
tle scene with chariots (Frankfort, 1970, p. 71-75). The relief represents
peace and war; the relief shows the king at the head of his nation in
peace and war (Bahrani, 2017, p. 97). The focal point of this work is the
king and his war-winning, victorious, heroic personality and the order
he brought. The absence of gods in the work is an essential exam-
ple of the transformation from gods to heroes (kings) in this context.
(Image 7)

Image 7.
Standard of Ur, front and back side (British Museum, Collon, 1995)

The relief of Urnanshe of Lagash is a pioneer, depicting gods and he-
roes and some other features. In addition to the depictions, the relief
also narrates the event in writing. As it is understood from the re-
lief, King Urnanshe had a temple built to commemorate his success.
It is written that the power of Lagash reached the shores of Dilmun
(Bahrain), and timber was brought from the region for the construc-
tion of the temple. The relief, which shows the power of Sumerian
city-states, also reveals the significant connection between art and
state power. In this context, it can be said that art also evolved and
changed depending on political and economic power (Image 8; Bah-
rani 2017, p. 83).

Image 8.
Urnanshe Relief (Louvre Museum, A. Y. Aydin)

With the Sumerians’ artistic, economic, and social developments,
it is seen that more worldly themes are being depicted. One of the
most prominent of these works is the Uruk Warka Vase. The Uruk
Warka Vase has a three-layered design. At the bottom is water, the
source of life in the region, palm trees, and barley ears, symbolizing
the foundation and agricultural prosperity of Sumer. Above these are
rams and sheep, symbolizing the abundance and wealth of essential
food and raw material resources such as meat, milk, wool, and leather.
The middle belt of this vase shows naked men carrying various prod-
ucts to the temple. In the uppermost belt, which is partially broken,
a clothed person, probably a priest, offers offerings to the goddess,
who is identified as Inanna from the symbols in the background, in
contrast to the naked men on the vase (Feldman, 2005, p. 284-287).
The work has an important place in the transformation from gods to
kings. Because both religious and secular phenomena are brought
together in one work. While the objects and objects in the lower and
middle bands display worldly events, the top band symbolizes the
otherworldly. Here we see the goddess and a priest offering offerings
to her. In the process of transformation from gods representing the
otherworldly realm to heroes, there was never an interruption and the
emergence of heroes did not eliminate the use of gods as a theme
in artifacts. In this context, the Uruk Warka Vase has an exceptional
place in terms of content (Image 9).

Image 9.
Uruk Warka Vase (Feldman, 2005)

The Stele of the Vultures is one of the most essential works of
the Sumerian period. The stele provides critical artistic, religious,
administrative, military, and political data. It is one of the most
essential works where the relationship between gods and he-
roes can be analyzed. It is also a pioneer of the battlefield depic-
tions seen in other states in the region, including Akkad and even
Neo-Assyria. It is the first work that features a composition of a
victorious king winning a battle. This work establishes a connec-
tion between the God Ningirsu and the heroic Lagash King Eanna-
tum. King Eannatum of Lagash, one of the Sumerian city-states,
had this stele erected after his victory against Umma (Winter,
1985, p. 11-32)

Onthe first side of the two-sided work, the king is at the head of his
army arranged in phalanxes and on his chariot at the bottom. The
other side of the stele depicts the king stepping on enemy corps-
es and inflicting great losses on the enemy, while the soldiers who
died in battle are buried in a mass grave. The “vultures”, which give



this stele its name, tear apart the bodies of the exposed enemy
soldiers. As seen in this section, the heroic Lagash King Eannatum
has won a great victory against Umma and inflicted a heavy defeat
on the enemy on the battlefield. The front side of the stele depicts
the hero and the back side depicts the god. Following Sumerian
religious beliefs, the implication that the god granted the victory
can be easily observed on the stele. In addition, the god Ningirsu
is depicted holding the enemy prisoners in a net, perhaps show-
ing the propaganda that the king is supported by the god (Kleiner,
2014, p. 36.) This work is important in terms of showing both the
god and the hero. How art sheds light on the history of the Stele of
the Vultures is also very important. This artifact is also the official
document of the first known war in history and is considered the
first war in history (Mieroop, 2015, p. 54). On the other hand, as
mentioned before, it is the first victory stele and a pioneer. When
the work details are analyzed, it is seen that it also provides es-
sential information in terms of strategy and tactics. The phalanx
arrangement of the soldiers is remarkable in terms of war strat-
egy. In summary, although this work has an exceptional place in
history, it is so detailed that it requires to be handled separately in
many aspects such as art, history, strategy, tactics and war (Image
10; Alster 2003; Winter 1985; Yildirim, 2017; Gokgek, 2020, p. 26;
Cigdem &Kilig, 2022, p. 429, Urkmez, 2022, p. 477; Etgii, & Peksen,
2023, p. 511-525).

Image 10.
Stele of the Vultures (Alster, 2003)

God-Hero Phenomenon in Akkadian Art

After the Sumerian city-states, the dominant power in Mesopotamia
was the Akkadians. This regnant power dominated a significant part
of Asia Minor, was militarily powerful, had the world’s first standing
army, and had a well-developed bureaucracy and economic struc-
ture. The Akkadians were founded during the reign of Sargon (2334-
2279 c. BC) and reached their peak during the reign of his grandson
Naram-Sin. These characteristics enabled them to produce the most
distinguished works of their time in art, while at the same time be-
ing a society that provided innovations in terms of themes. Akkadian
artists succeeded in creating a highly effective style of symbolic and
visual expression with stone steles. One of the most important of
these innovations is the depictions of god-kings.

Perhaps the most remarkable Akkadian work is the Naram-Sin Vic-
tory Stele. In the stele of the Akkadian King Naram-Sin, the stone on
which the image is carved is treated as a part of the composition, and
a mountain is added to the stone tapering upwards by the compo-
sition. The mountain depicted on the stele and the upward tapering
structure made Naram-Sin stand out more. In addition, Naram-Sin’s
posture was carefully selected and transferred to the stele, resulting
in a more majestic composition (Dijk, 2016, 38-42). Naram-Sin is
the largest person in the stele. This hierarchical sizing of Naram-Sin

emphasizes both his importance in the composition and his power
(Stokstad & Cothren, 2018, p. 27). The armed soldiers behind the king
are Naram-Sin’s soldiers, while those standing opposite him, killed by
spears, are enemy soldiers. With the inclusion of the trees in the area,
a realistic battlefield and battle scene has been achieved. By depict-
ing in detail, the defeated enemy king standing behind the dying sol-
dier speared through the neck and begging for mercy from Naram-
Sin, the artist(s) have succeeded in showing Naram-Sin’s victory in a
single scene (Image 11).

Image 11.
Naram-Sin Victory Stele (Louvre Museum- A. Y. Aydin)

The most striking point in the work for our subject is the horns on
the helmet of Naram-Sin, who is depicted armed and holding a spear
in his hand. Horns represent divinity in Mesopotamian iconography
and are seen as an attribute of the gods. In this context, the artifact
is proof of Naram-Sin’s claim to God-kinghood (Gates, 2013, p. 54).

The victory stele of Naram-Sin shows that the symbols of gods, which
were previously seen in Mesopotamia and represented an other-
worldly realm, were gradually replaced by earthly themes. Heroes or
kings became increasingly important. The Naram-Sin Stele takes this
to another level, combining both otherworldly and earthly attributes.

Evaluation and Conclusion

This study attempts to analyze which or what kind of developments
brought about changes in Mesopotamian art, and heroes began to
come to the forefront of iconography. For Mesopotamia, gods first
appeared in art in line with people’s beliefs. In Sumer, one of the best
examples of this, the temple is at the center of everything. The tem-
ple is underthe control of priests who have this “divine” power. There-
fore, priests played a significant role in the organization of cities. In
the following stages, the influence of worldly power began to be felt
more and more, and now kings used the gods as a propagandatool to
consolidate their position and motivate people to rule towards a goal.



To understand which changes in Mesopotamia led to such a trans-
formation, the subject should be analyzed from various angles. As
mentioned in the introduction, in the Neolithic Age of Mesopotamia,
settlements were called “villages” regardless of their population. That
because these villages did not have functions such as a ruling class,
merchant class, soldier class division of labor, and fortifications etc. In
this context, some developments are essential for transforming art
and, thus, perception. The first of these developments is population
growth and the emergence of class distinction. Because in this peri-
od, manpower is required to fulfill many activities. This manpower is
not only numerically sufficient but also labor segregation and class
differentiation are a sine qua non. Because for a person to become
a soldier, someone else must fulfill his/her compulsory needs. In this
context, it is not possible to see great progress in art without the
emergence of artisans a rich class that can buy these works, ora rul-
ing class that can sponsor them.

The construction of fortifications and the emergence of cities is an-
other important element. Because thanks to the city walls, not all
people in the city have to be warriors or fight. Since the walls provid-
ed a certain level of security, some segments must have been able to
focus on works of art.

Trade is one of the most critical factors in the development of art in
Mesopotamia. As it is known, metals and minerals are scarce in Mes-
opotamia and trade is essential for the supply of these raw materials.
Thanks to trade, Mesopotamia had the opportunity to commmunicate
with other societies and enriched both materially and culturally by
transferring the knowledge and material assets it acquired to its cit-
ies, and this situation was reflected in art.

Technological development is another important condition for
change. For example, the emergence and processing of metal arti-
facts are directly linked to technology. Thanks to this development,
both the materials used in stone carving paved the way for finer work-
manship, and new methods such as the “Lost Wax Method” emerged
in some works, such as the Akkadian King’s Head. This technological
development was also reflected in weapons.

Weapons became the most important tool of the states and empires
of the period, and their spheres of dominance were able to spread
over large regions thanks to them. This expansion brought great po-
litical and economic power, and weapons had a very distinguished
place in art. In works of art, weapons were used as symbols of heroes
and were always a part of the composition. Especially in New Assyri-
an reliefs, they became much more dominant. Trade, technology, and
the weapons that developed in connection with them created a great
change in Mesopotamia and the region evolved from a community of
villages to an empire in a few thousand years.

Another important factor that triggered artistic change was new
ideologies and new ideas. The most prominent of these new ideas
emerged during the Akkadian period, and kings such as Sargon of
Akkad or Naram-Sin endeavored to unite all known geographies un-
der their banner. These kings influenced both art and literature. As a
result, artists reflected this trend in their works, and works such as
Shar-Tamhari (King of War) in literature or Naram-Sin Victory Stele in
art emerged.

Another factor that triggered the change in art in Mesopotamia was
the prosperity and wealth brought by centralized economies. Thanks
to this wealth, works of aesthetic value were produced, and artists
were patronized by the palace and encouraged to propagandize for
the state.

The last point to be emphasized in this study is that there was a great
change in art thanks to the above-mentioned developments. This
change is reflected in almost every field of art and is closely linked
to the development of the community or the state. As a result of

this interconnectedness, the religious or natural themes first seen in
Mesopotamian art gradually faded into the background, and heroes
came to the fore. These heroes (kings-emperors) were sometimes
produced to show piety and influence society, and sometimes, as in
the case of the stele of Codex of Hammurabi, they were created as
propaganda by showing the god and the king together. In the end,
the dominant understanding of art based on religion was replaced by
a movement dominated by a more worldly understanding.
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Yapilandiriimis Ozet

Tarih boyunca birgcok uygarliga ev sahipligi yapan, tarihin sanatla aydinlatildi§i Mezopotamya, Toroslardan Basra Korfezi'ne uzanan genis
bir cografyada yer almaktadir. Simer-Akkad, Babil ve Asur gibi medeniyetlerin birikimiyle sekillenen Mezopotamya kultird, teokratik
ve sosyalist bir yapidan tanri krallarin yonettigi devletlere ve ardindan diinya imparatorluklarina dontisen sosyal ve politik bir yapiyi
olusturmustur. Bu medeniyetlerden Simerlerin yaziyi icat etmeleri, Mezopotamya basta olmak tizere Eski Cag dlinyasinda birgok yeniligi
ve gelismeyi tetiklemistir. Bu durum, 6zellikle sanat alaninda kendini gostermistir. Sanat, tarih boyunca Mezopotamya’nin toplumsal,
din ve politik yapisini anlamamiza yardimci olan bir arag olmustur. Sanat, insan duygularini estetik bir bigcimde ifade eder ve gegmis
yasamlara dair nemli ipuclari tasir. Mezopotamya'nin surekli dedisen siyasi durumu, kiltlr ve sanata da etki etmis, zamanla degismis
ve gelismistir. Mezopotamya’nin bu zengin kuiltiri igerisinde gelisen sanatinin temelinde tanri ve krallar var oldugu anlagilmaktadir.
Sanatsal tasvirlerin gogu bu iki kavramin birlikteligine dayanir. Bu nedenle tanrilar ve kahramanlar arasindaki iliski tarihsel perspektiften
incelenmelidir. Mezopotamya sanatinda ve dolayisiyla inang sisteminde tanrilar, uhrevi diinyay temsil ederken kahramanlar, diinyevi
glicl simgelemistir. Sanatsal tasvirlerde kahramanlar genellikle avci, savasgl, kral ve imparator olarak betimlenir. Mezopotamya
sanatindaki bu donlstm, yeni idari glcleri, ekonomik refahi, askerf glici ve teknolojik gelisimi yansitir.

Mezopotamya sanatinda dinin roll biyUktir. Dint semboller ve figlrler, sanat eserlerinin temel kaynagini olusturur. Stimerlerden
itibaren tim Mezopotamya toplumlarinda 6zellikle heykel ve duvar tasvirleri dinsel igeriklerle doludur. Kuzey Mezopotamya sinirlarindaki
Gobeklitepe’deki (Sanliurfa-Tirkiye) hayvan tasvirleri doga ve din bagdlantisini ortaya koyan ilk sanatsal 6rneklerdir. Simer tasvirleri, Ur
Kral Mezari ve Ur Standardi gibi eserler, tanri ve kahraman anlayigini yansitan en iyi sanatsal tasvirlerdir.

Tanrilarilkolarakinsanlarininanglari dogrultusunda Mezopotamya sanatinda ortaya giktigi anlagilmaktadir. Bunun en giizel rneklerinden
biri olan Sumerlerde, tapinak her seyin merkezindedir. Tapinaklar ise bu “ilahi” glice sahip rahiplerin kontroliindedir. Dolayisiyla sehirlerin
organizasyonunda rahipler en biiyiik aktérlerdir. ilerleyen asamalarda diinyevi giiciin etkisi daha fazla hissedilmeye baslamasiyla krallar
artik yerlerini saglamlastirmak icin tanrilari bir propaganda araci olarak kullanmig ve insanlari bu hedef dogrultusunda yonetmek igin
motive etmistir.

Mezopotamya'da yasanan hangi degisimlerin bdyle bir dénlistime yol actigini anlamak igin, konu gesitli acilardan ele alinmalidir.
Mezopotamya Neolitik Cagr’nda koy yerlesimlerinde yonetici, tliccar, asker gibi siniflar veya is bolimdi ile savunma yapilari olmayan
basit bir yasanti gorilir. Ancak algr ve sanatta donisim igin bazi dnemli toplumsal degisimlerin ve gelisimlerin olmasi gerekmistir.
Bu gelismelerden en onemlileri arasinda nifus artisi, sehirlesme, ticaret, teknolojik gelisim ve sinif ayrimi gdésterilebilir. Korunakl
sehirlerin ortaya ¢ikmasi ile is bolimU belirlenmis, herkesin savasmak veya kendini savunmak zorunda olmamasiyla birgok faaliyeti
yerine getirebilmek icin farkli tiirde insan giict olusmus ve buna gore toplumsal siniflar meydana ¢ikmistir. Bu insan gliciniin bir kismini
da sanat erbaplari olusturmustur. Sanatin yapilabilmesi igin bu sinif gerekliyken devami igin de sanatsal Urlinleri alan veya destekleyen
zengin bir sinif olmalidir. Bu destek bazen yonetici sinif tarafindan saglanmis ve bu donemde sanat siyasi iktidarin istegi yoninde
ilerlemistir.

Mezopotamya icin sanatin gelisimindeki ticarette oldukga onemlidir. Bilindigi Gizere Mezopotamya'da maden oldukga nadirdir ve bu
madenlerin temini igin ticaret zaruridir. Bu ticaret sayesinde Mezopotamya dider toplumlarla iletisim kurma firsatini yakalamig ve elde
ettigi bilgileri ve maddi varliklari kendi sehirlerine aktararak hem maddi hem de kilttirel anlamda zenginlesmis ve bu durum sanata
da yansimistir. Teknolojik gelisim ise degisimin bir diger dnemli kosuludur. Ornedin metal eserlerin ortaya gikmasi ve bu eserlerin
islenmesi dogrudan teknoloji ile baglantilidir. Bu gelisim sayesinde hem tas oymaciliginda kullanilan materyaller daha ince isciligin
yolunu agmisg, hem de yeni metotlar ortaya ¢ikmistir. Bu teknolojik gelisim ayni zamanda silahlara da yansimistir. Silahlar donemin
devlet ve imparatorluklarinin en dnemli araci olmus ve hakimiyet alanlari onlar sayesinde genislemistir. Bu yayilim siyasi ve ekonomik
olarak buytk bir gli¢ getirmis ve sanatta da silahlar son derece seckin bir yere sahip olmustur. Sanat eserlerinde, kahramanlarin sembolU
olarak silahlar kullaniimis ve her daim kompozisyonun bir pargasi olmuslardir. Ozellikle Yeni Asur rélyeflerinde gok daha baskin bir hale
gelmistir. Ticaret, teknoloji ve bunlarla bagl olarak gelisen silahlar Mezopotamya'da biyiik bir dedisim yaratmis bolge, birkag bin yil
icerisinde koyler toplulugundan imparatorluklara dogru evrilmistir. Sanatsal degdisimi ise yeni ideolojiler ve yeni fikirler gelistirmis ve
degistirmistir. Yeni fikirlerin en belirgini Akkad déneminde ortaya gikmis ve bilinen biitiin cografyalari kendi bayragi altinda toplamak
icin caba harcayan Akkad Krali Sargon veya Kral Naram-Sin hem sanati hem de edebiyati etkilemistir. Sanatgilar bu krallar doneminde
yasanan degisim akimini eserlerine yansitmis edebiyatta Sar-Tamhari (Savasin Krali) veya resimde Naram-Sin Zafer Steli gibi oldukga
onemli ve tanrilardan krallara dontisim anlatan tasvirler ortaya ¢ikmistir. Merkezi ekonomilerin getirdigi refah ve zenginlik sanatin ve
sanatg¢inin artmasina, gelismesine neden olmustur. Bu zenginlik sayesinde estetik kaygisi tasidigi gortlen eserler Uretilmis, sanatgilar
saray tarafindan himaye edilmis ve devletin propagandasini yapmasi igin tesvik edilmistir.
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