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SESSIE 6 
 

DIE KLEIN PROFETE 

NAHUM 

 

Die boek Nahum kan geplaas word tussen twee historiese gebeurtenisse wat ook 

buite die Bybel beskryf word, naamlik die Assiriese inname van die Egiptiese stad 

Tebus  in 663 vC (Nahum 3:8-10) en die val van Nineve (Assiriese hoofstad) in 612 

vC (Nahum 1:1, 2:8, 3:7). Dit is waarskynlik dat die boek net voor die vernietiging 

van Nineve in 612 vC dateer. 

 
 

In die afgelope paar sessies is ons goed bekendgestel aan die die magtige Assiriese 

ryk wat deurentyd ‘n groot rol in die profete se boodskap gespeel het. Die boek 

Nahum is nie in opsig self ‘n profesie in die ware sin van die woord nie, maar eerder 

‘n visioen oor die vernietiging van die Assiriese ryk (vernietiging van Nineve) wat op 

daardie stadium die grootste wêreldmag van die tyd was. Anders as die ander Klein- 

Profete maak Nahum nie melding van enige doem profesie waarin die Here die volk 

se sondes wil straf of van hulle vra om hulleself te bekeer nie. Nahum se reeks 

visioene het primêr te doen gehad met die vernietiging van Nineve in omstreeks 612 

vC toe Assirië in koalisie met Egipte die rebellerende Mediese, Persiese en 

Babiloniese koninkryke aangevat het. In die verhaal van Nineve se vernietiging lê 

daar vandag vir ons ‘n kragtige boodskap oor God opgesluit. 
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Figure 1. 'n Uitleg van die antieke stad Nineve  
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British Museum, London 
Whether wrestling lions or 
skinning prisoners alive, the 
Assyrian king ran a murderously 
efficient empire. This is the art of 
war – and it’s terrifying 
‘They fought lions, to prove their 
superhuman virility’ … 
Ashurbanipal in 
combat. Photograph: The British 
Museum/PA 

 
Jonathan Jones 

 

You have to hand it to the ancient Assyrians – they were honest. Their artistic propaganda 
relishes every detail of torture, massacre, battlefield executions and human displacement 
that made Assyria the dominant power of the Middle East from about 900 to 612BC. 
Assyrian art contains some of the most appalling images ever created. In one scene, tongues 
are being ripped from the mouths of prisoners. That will mute their screams when, in the 
next stage of their torture, they are flayed alive. In another relief a surrendering general is 
about to be beheaded and in a third prisoners have to grind their fathers’ bones before 
being executed in the streets of Nineveh. 

 
These and many more episodes of calculated cruelty can be seen carved in gypsum in the 
British Museum’s blockbuster recreation of Assyria’s might. Assyrian art makes up in tough 
energy what it lacks in human tenderness. It is an art of war – all muscle, movement, 
impact. People and animals are portrayed as fierce cartoons of merciless force. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Celebrating the blood-sport of the king’ … Ashurbanipal on a hunt. Photograph: Matt 
Dunham/AP 
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Yet behind the conquests these eye-blistering reliefs depict, lay an intricate system of 
bureaucracy and a passion for logistics. I Am Ashurbanipal is a portrait of the banality of 
empire. Just as Hannah Arendt argued that the Holocaust was perpetrated by characterless 
paper-pushers, not flamboyant sadists, so we find here that Assyrian atrocities – including 
the forced resettlement of thousands of Israelites – were not the product of random 
mayhem but diligent organisation. 

 
The Assyrian empire was so disciplined that even though this exhibition focuses on one 
man, Ashurbanipal, who ruled the empire from 669BC until his death somewhere around 
631BC, his personality is as remote as the sphinxes and lion spirits that loom in the 
atmospherically lit galleries. Ashurbanipal is less an individual in this show than a set of royal 
roles that he seems to have carried out immaculately. A letter that he wrote to his father 
when he was 13 – did the boy ever see his dad? – describes how he has been learning all the 
proper skills for a king. 

 
One was hunting. In stone relief after stone relief, the blood-sport of the king is celebrated. 
Unusually, Ashurbanipal and his family didn’t hunt harmless deer or lumbering wild boars. 
They fought lions, to prove their superhuman virility and capacity to subdue the savage. 
Lions, portrayed with great observational accuracy, are shown being shot at close range 
with arrows or speared in the neck, their bodies carried aloft by servants. It’s a more equal 
battle than some the Assyrians conducted against human enemies and fought, it seems, 
with more respect. Lions rear up against their attackers and try to face down men on 
horseback. There’s a study of a dying lion gushing blood. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ashurbanipal, shown with cuneiform inscription. Photograph: The Trustees of the British 
Museum 
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Ashurbanipal had what it took to fight lions but it was his administrative abilities that made 
him a successful crusher and smiter of peoples. He was served by eunuchs whose freedom 
from family ambition was thought to make them ideal civil servants. A portrait that may be 
of a bureaucratic eunuch shows him with a chubby face and no beard – for facial hair was 
phallic. That phallic symbolism explains the huge square beard worn by Ashurbanipal 
himself. Cuneiform, the world’s oldest form of writing, already almost 2,000 years old, was 
as crucial as siege machines to the sinews of power. Letters, negotiations and commands 
were transported down the king’s roads to organise a huge human system. 
 
This excellent organisation, it seems from this detailed delve into history, was the true 
originality of the Assyrian Empire. It was precociously modern in its organisational rigour. 
Ashurbanipal was not a romantic conqueror like Alexander the Greator Daenerys Targaryen. 
He was the CEO of a ruthless global enterprise. Perhaps it is weirdly fitting that the 
exhibition is sponsored with much fanfare by BP. The controversial oil company is part of 
the relentless machinery of the modern world that exploits nature even faster than 
Ashurbanipal killed lions. 

 
You can’t get away from the 21st century in this unsettling and even nightmarish 
exploration of the rise and fall of empires. The mini “caliphate” created by Islamic State was 
nothing like as vast or enduring as the Assyrian empire but in the three years that they ruled 
Mosul in Iraq, from June 2014 to July 2017, Isis militants set out to destroy the remains of 
Ashurbanipal’s pre-Islamic culture. The ruins of Nineveh, capital of the Assyrian Empire, are 
on Mosul’s outskirts. They smashed antiquities in the Mosul Museum and set about 
demolishing Nineveh itself. 

 
What’s it all for? Human history, including that of our own times, looks pretty brutal in this 
exhibition. One of the palace reliefs portrays people defeated by the Assyrians being forced 
by Ashurbanipal’s soldiers to migrate to land where their labour will profit the empire. 
Scenes like this are both fascinating and utterly crushing to the human spirit. The efficient 
brutality of the Assyrians looks like a sterile enterprise that existed only, at least as far as 
this exhibition goes, for the glory and luxury of the monarch. Once Ashurbanipal was dead, 
his empire fell apart. A wall-filling film of a city in flames looks as if it might be Mosul in 2017 
or during the Iraq war. In fact it is meant to suggest the burning of Nineveh in 612BC and 
the apocalyptic end of Assyrian power. 
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A glimpse of hope’ … stone tablets from the library of Ashurbanipal. Photograph: Matt 
Dunham/AP



9  

Yet in this futile cycle of rising and falling empires one glimpse of hope gives the 
exhibition warmth. It is a wall of illuminated cuneiform tablets, their spiky scripts full of 
words that only specialists can read but whose human weight anyone can feel. These clay 
tablets come from the great library Ashurbanipal created in Nineveh. It was his enduring 
contribution to civilisation. The library was fired in the destruction of Nineveh at the end 
of the seventh century BC, but clay tablets don’t burn. They were hardened and 
preserved by the heat. 

 
They include the text of the Epic of Gilgamesh. Collected by Ashurbanipal and excavated 
from his library, this is the best-preserved copy of the world’s earliest literary 
masterpiece. It’s still a basis for modern translations. Ashurbanipal may have been a 
murderous bureaucrat but he was also a benefactor of civilisation. In the relentless 
cycles of history, that urge to preserve and remember is what raises us out of the dust. 

 

 
 
 

Wat is Nahum se boodskap vir vandag? 
 


