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To raise the question of the nature of narrative is to invite
reflection on the very nature of culture. . . .
Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity . . . ,” 1981

DEFINITIONS OF NARRATIVE, generally falling within the
purview of literary criticism, are nonetheless important to
art historians. From the simplest starting point, “for writing
to be narrative, no more and no less than a teller and a tale
are required.”’ Narrative is, in other words, a solution to
the problem of “how to translate knowing into telling.”® In
general, narrative may be said to make use of third-person
cases and of past tenses, such that the teller of the story
stands somehow outside and separate from the action.® But
what is important is that narrative cannot be equated with
the story alone; it is content (story) structured by the telling,
for the organization of the story is what turns it into narrative.’

Such a definition would seem to provide fertile ground
for art-historical inquiry; for what, after all, is a painting or
relief, if not content ordered by the telling (composition)?
Yet, not all figural works “tell” a story. Sometimes they
“refer” to a story; and sometimes they embody an abstract
concept without the necessary action and setting of a tale
at all. For an investigation of visual representation, it seems
important to distinguish between instances in which the
narrative is vested in a verbal text—the images serving as
but illustrations of the text, not necessarily “narrative” in
themselves, but rather references to the narrative—and
instances in which the narrative is located in the represen-
tations, the story readable through the images.

In the specific case of the ancient Near East, instances
in which narrative is carried through the imagery itself are
rare, reflecting a situation fundamentally different from that
found subsequently in the West, and often from that found
in the further East as well. We do not have a cultural
situation in which monolithic religious/mythological/heroic
texts stand behind the very fabric of society—as the Bible
does for the Judeo-Christian West, the Odyssey and the
Tliad for the classical world, or the Ramayana and the Bha-
gavad Gita for the Indian subcontinent. Nor do we have a
tradition of inscriptions directly associated with and there-
fore identifying mythological/religious images. Through jux-
taposition with text, as in illustrated books or through la-
beling, as on Greek vases, for example, images in later
Western art at least are far more likely to be accurately
identified; and these identifiable images then provide a basic
corpus from which to argue for the unknown.”

The problem is further exacerbated by the tendency in
the art of the ancient Near East, as discussed by Ann Perkins
in the 1955 Chicago symposium on narrative in ancient art,
to be “allusive” rather than explicit, with the “culminating
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scene” of a given story standing for the whole.®* We often
find the story behind the image, therefore, demanding the
viewer’s prior knowledge and correct identification of the
scene—a process of “matching” rather than “reading” of the
imagery itself qua narrative.

However, there is one class of work in the corpus of
ancient Near Eastern art—the battle scene, executed pri-
marily in sculptural relief—that does fall into our definition
of pictorial narrative. In content, these works tend to refer
to specific events in time and place; to contain “action” as
it has been distinguished from “description”; and to be
“told,” as if in the third person and in the past tense.” The
subject matter of these monuments is neither religious nor
mythological, but rather historical. Whether conveyed
through the juxtaposition of successive episodes,” ar in a
single image that nonetheless through its action enables one
to “read” the event, these reliefs can by our definition be
called “pictorial narrative,” as we are not required merely
to associate through them to an underlying text or tale. This

Fig. 1. Obverse, Stele of the Vultures of Eannatum, ensi of
Lagash, ¢. 2460 8.c. White limestone; ht. 1.80m; found at Tello,
ancient Girsu; Musée du Louvre (AO 50+-2436-8 + 16109). Photo
courtesy Musée du Louvre
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is not to say that such works are never linked to texts, since
many of the monuments are either accompanied by inscrip-
tions carved directly upon the stone, or else can be related
to parallel texts, through which our understanding of the
narrative is clarified. Yet they are not dependent upon the
texts for their reading. In the very depiction of historical
events, as opposed to ritual or mythological events, we are
presented with a complex internal sequence and develop-
ment, through time and across space, which permits us to
“read” the monument itself.

The battle narratives of the Neo-Assyrian period, from
the ninth to the seventh centuries B.C., are perhaps the
best known, and have been the subject of an earlier study,
the results of which linked the exploitation of this particular
genre directly to the contemporary political situation, as
Assyrian kings used representations of conquest to validate
the territorial expansion of the empire.” Comparison with
contemporary annalistic texts describing actual battles es-
tablished an exact correspondence between battles reported

Fig. 2. Reverse, Stele of the Vultures. Photo courtesy Musée du
Louvre







