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Abstract

The Neo-Assyrian palace was the centre of power and its access was obviously highly regulated, but not impossible. 
In fact, both material and textual evidence proves that foreigners coming from neighbouring kingdoms were 
on occasions hosted in the palace. Admittance was not immediate but mediated by procedures and formalities, 
and presence before the king entailed following a number of rules of conduct, etiquette, decorum, courtesies 
and good form. This is the so-called ‘royal protocol’, on which iconographic sources, architectural settings, and 
royal texts shed light. Nonetheless, despite studies on a variety of aspects, there appear to be few or even no 
specific studies on the ‘royal protocol’ at the Neo-Assyrian court, with special regard to foreigners. 
This paper fills part of this gap by analysing the evidence coming from Sargon II’s reign: 1) texts and bas-reliefs, 
which outline rules of access, foreigners’ behaviour and king’s appearance, and 2) architectural hints, which 
help in reconstructing routes and rooms earmarked for foreigners.
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Relying on a variety of sources, the following 
pages will try to reconstruct and explore the use 
of display, ceremony, and etiquette at the Assyrian 
court of Sargon II, with a focus on foreigners. For 
convenience, the examination will be structured 
in four basic points of time: 1) before going to the 
palace; 2) in the palace itself; 3) before the king; 
4) the king’s appearance and royal hospitality.

2. Before going to the Palace

Texts often inform us that foreigners could have 
access to the palace on three basic occasions: 1) great 
events, 2) compulsory appointments, 3) personal 
meetings. 

As for great events, in his inscriptions Sargon II 
celebrates the dedication of Dur-Sharruken with 
various classes of associates and foreigners: «Zusam-
men mit den (Vasallen) Königen aller Länder, den 
Provinzherren meines Landes, den Aufsehern 
(und) Leitern, den Fürsten, den Eunuchen und 
den Ältesten Assyriens setzte ich mich in meinem 
Palast hin und feierte ein Freudenfest».4 For great 
events, the protocol probably required that an 
official invitation was sent to all the guests invited.5 
The Assyrian administration was then informed on 
the potential participants, and each city or kingdom 
invited probably sent its own delegation made up of 
rulers, emissaries, dignitaries, and servants. For the 
occasion, all king’s associates, high-ranking officials, 
supervisors, commanders, eunuchs, elders, and the 
palace staff were gathered. 

Moving to compulsory appointments, hints 
may be gleaned from texts of Neo-Assyrian period. 
These often deal with two compulsory economically 
important yearly duties, which required subjects to 
visit the royal palace in the presence of the king: the 
receipt of the tribute (madattu), and the delivery 
of audience gift (nāmurtu).6 These payments were 

4 Fuchs 1994, p. 355, ll. 177-179.
5 See, in this respect, the Banquet Stele of Ashurnasirpal 

II, in which the guests are defined qariúti, namely ‘invited’ 
(RIMA 2 A.0.101.30, l. 142; CAD Q, p. 145).

6 Examples of tribute (madattu) and audience gift 
(nāmurtu) can be found in a number of letters. Tribute: SAA 
1 29, r. 22-24; SAA 1 33, 8-14; SAA 1 39, r. 16; SAA 1 110, r. 
4-9; SAA 19 169, 4-11. Audience gift: SAA 1 29, r. 18-20; SAA 

1. Introduction

In 717, Sargon II (721-705 BC) begun building 
a new city called Dur-Sharruken (‘Fortress of 
Sargon’, modern Khorsabad), the construction of 
which continued throughout his reign, and the city 
was officially dedicated in 706.1 This became the 
new royal edifice for the king’s place of function 
and living, where he interacted with his court and 
potential guests. The palace was, indeed, the centre 
of power and its access was obviously regulated, but 
not impossible: though the notion of seclusion is 
dominant in studies on Assyrian kingship, this 
deductive fallacy ignores the fact that a minority 
of outsiders did have access.2 Albeit it can hardly 
be disputed that Assyrian palaces were inaccessible 
to the majority of Assyrians, it is also true that 
the small percentage of persons fortunate – or 
unfortunate – enough to enter the palace must 
have been sufficiently numerous to require control 
and management through the ‘protocol’. In this 
respect, the idea of remoteness of the king in his 
palace is offset by the numerous textual sources 
referring to the potential access to the palace by 
visitors; the architecture of the royal palace itself, 
which indicates that access to the king was not 
immediate but mediated; and the visual sources, 
which display a great variety of people that on 
occasion had access to the palace. The admittance 
of visitors was controlled by procedures and 
formalities, and their presence before the king 
entailed following a number of rules of conduct, 
etiquette, decorum, courtesies and good form. 
This sort of ‘royal protocol’ further increased the 
concept of the king as a shadowy figure, but did not 
imply complete inaccessibility to the royal palace.3

1 According to the eponym chronicle, the city was 
officially inaugurated on Iyyar 6, 706 (Parpola 1995, pp. 66, 
70 fn. 11). An exceptionally abundant amount of docu-
mentation about the city’s building history survived. In this 
respect, see Albenda 1986, pp. 34-37; Parpola 1995; Elayi 
2017, pp. 201-210.

2 Kertai 2015, p. 5. On the ‘invention’ of royal inacces-
sibility and invisibility of the Assyrian king preserved in the 
memory of Greek historians, see Lanfranchi 2010.

3 For a general examination on the royal protocol at the 
Assyrian court, see Barjamovic 2011.
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envisage that letters received by the palace were 
probably sorted by trusted official(s). The system 
regarding incoming and outgoing letters of the 
royal palace must have been strictly organized and 
controlled by a group of literates and some letters 
may never have reached the king. A fragmentary 
letter perhaps written by Esarhaddon seems 
to offer the procedure prescribed in the palace 
administration before forwarding a letter to the 
king: «As [to what you wrote to me]: “You did 
not read [nor open the letter] which [I sent] to 
you.” How [would] I [not do] thi[s]? When a 
letter whi[ch you send to me comes] to [my re]
porter, [he pe]rsonally [opens] the let[ter] and 
[makes me hear] its [infor]mation. [W]hy [should 
I read] a letter? I take care of myself. (When) I see 
[a letter], I do not open it nor r[ead it]. Besides, 
the messenger [who brings a letter] to [his lord], 
whether a guard, [a ...], or a mounted [messenger...] 
— let them bring [......]» (SAA 16 6).13 Thus, a 
messenger (mār šipri) or a guard (ša-maṣṣarti) or 
a mounted messenger (kallāp šipirti) brought and 
delivered the letter to a reporter (bēl ṭēmi) in the 
palace, who would have opened and read it aloud 
to the king or most likely to a scribe. In case it was 
the latter, he would have then decided to forward 
the written communication to the king, as is 
indicated at the end of the letter sent by an official 
active under Esarhaddon: «Whoever you are, O 
scribe, who are reading (this letter), do not hide 
it from the king, your lord! Speak for me before 
the king, so Bel (and) Nabû may speak for you 

written to the king my lord, and I long [for] the sight of the 
king my lord, that I may see the face of the king my lord. Let 
him send a reply to my words» (ABL 285, r. 5-8; see PNA 1/I, 
pp. 306-310; Frame 1997, p. 60; Waters 2002, p. 79). In a 
similar vein, Nabu-shumu-iddina, mayor of the Nabu Temple 
of Kalhu under the reign of Esarhaddon (PNA 2/II, p. 885), 
expressly requests an audience with the king: «The face of the 
king my lord has been seen by very many (people). Let an order 
be given to the palace-overseers: when the elders pass by beneath 
the terrace, let them allow me to see the face of the king, my 
lord, and may the k[ing] look at me. Let them constantly send 
me word on the health of [the king, my lord]. Upon whom 
are my eyes fixed? (In) that I have written, let them allow me 
to enter before the king and speak (with him)» (SAA 13 80, 
11-r. 14). For letters sent by mediators, see SAA 5 104, 10-r. 11; 
SAA 5 122, r. 6-10; SAA 5 149, r. 4-10; SAA 5 203, r. 8-13; 
SAA 5 241; SAA 15 225, r. 6-10; SAA 15 226, 4-r. 3.

13 See also SAA 18 1, in particular lines 16-r. 4, in which a 
letter is promptly rejected and sent back to its senders. 

usually paid by foreign emissaries (ṣērāni/LÚ.MAH.
MEŠ), and the local rulers in charge (bēl āli, ‘city-
ruler’), who probably acted as bringers of tribute 
but perhaps also as ambassadors.7 It is likely that 
kingdoms subject to tribute, and associated audience 
gifts, must have been already informed about the date 
of the payment: relying on textual sources, the month 
Nisannu is suggested here to be the most common 
period for journeys to the palace.8 The delegation, 
made up of the city-ruler with his servants and envoys, 
was accompanied by a messenger (mār šipri), or a 
dispatch rider (kallāp šipirti).9 Once the delegation 
left the country for the Assyrian capital, high-ranking 
officials promptly sent a letter reporting the king on 
the identity and provenance of foreigners, and size of 
the tribute and/or audience gifts.10 Perhaps, in the 
case the king was not present, he was informed on the 
reception and amount of the goods received.11 

As for personal meetings, letters inform that, 
depending on the social and political status, 
requests for personal audience could be sent 
directly to the king, or submitted to high-ranking 
officials who acted as mediators.12 We may perhaps 

5 136, r. 2-6; SAA 5 171, r. 4-10; SAA 7 45, r. 1-6.
7 The tribute, in particular, is applied strictly only to 

compulsory payments imposed upon a subject to the Assyrian 
king which had not been absorbed into the administrative 
structure of Assyria itself. In other words, the madattu was 
never given by kings who gave free will offerings or by areas 
that were fully incorporated into the Assyrian Empire (see 
Postgate 1974, pp. 111-130, 146-162 for an extensive study 
on the process of the payment of these compulsory duties; see 
also Reade 1979a, p. 332; Liverani 1992, pp. 155-156; Bär 
1996, pp. 7-10).

8 It is not too farfetched to believe that the tribute was 
delivered either in the spring or at the beginning of the autumn, 
during the New Year festival of Nisannu, or else in the late 
autumn, after the campaigns (Postgate 1974, p. 121). See 
some references in SAA 1 186; SAA 1 187; SAA 5 52, 4-5; 
SAA 5 146, 7-10; SAA 19 190.

9 Messenger: e.g. SAA 5 104, 12; SAA 15 161, r. 10; 
SAA 15 297; SAA 15 298. Dispatch rider: e.g. SAA 15 66, r. 1.

10 E.g. SAA 1 186; SAA 1 187; SAA 5 52; SAA 5 136; 
SAA 5 146; SAA 5 171.

11 E.g. SAA 1 29, r. 18-26; SAA 1 33; SAA 1 39, r. 16´.
12 Texts from the reigns of Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal 

speak of the ardent desire of courtiers to behold the faces of 
their kings, and direct requests of personal audience were sent 
to remove misunderstandings, and obviate the weariness of 
writing letters and getting no answer. For instance, the Assyrian 
Bel-ibni, Ashurbanipal’s commander-in-chief (turtānu) in the 
south, writes to his ruler stressing that «[Once] or twice I have 
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3. In the Palace itself

Access to the royal building was evidently curtailed 
by the placement of the building on a raised plat-
form with limited means of access, principally the 
main ramp in front of the palace. Visitors therefore 
gathered in the Entrance Courtyard (xV), entering 
this through the southern rooms 97-99. In the 
southern corner of the Entrance Courtyard was 
perhaps located the ‘corner office’ (room 93) 
belonging to a high-ranking official in charge of 
organizing the circulation in the court. Those seeking 
audience with the king were ushered through the 
gate formed by rooms 80-81 to the Throneroom 
Courtyard (VIII). It has been hypothesised that 
there was (also) an entrance on the north-eastern 
side, giving direct access to the Throneroom 
Courtyard, but this seems unlikely.20 Within the 
Throneroom Courtyard (VIII), foreigners were 
led to the main Throneroom VII or, more likely, 
through corridor 10, which led into Courtyard III 
(fig. 1). 

From the Throneroom Courtyard (VIII), the 
access arrangements suggest that foreigners were 
expected to traverse monumental corridor 10. 
It was paved and sloped down from the higher 
Courtyard III to the lower Throneroom Courtyard 
(VIII). Both walls of corridor 10 were lined with 
two-register reliefs showing tribute-bearers coming 
from the Syro-Palestinian coast (upper register) and 
the Zagros region (lower register), moving from 
the Throneroom Courtyard (VIII) to Courtyard 
III (fig. 2).21 The line of foreigners from the west 
apparently already started on the northwest wall of 
façade n of Throneroom Courtyard (VIII).22

The first destination of foreign delegations was 
probably the second throneroom 8 and the adjacent 
room 4. As in the throneroom of Ashurnasirpal II at 
Kalhu, visitors probably entered the throneroom by 
door P, the furthest point from the throne, and left 

20 Place 1867 vol. III, pl. 7 (door c). The reconstruction 
seems to have been accepted by Novák 2012, p. 259, but 
questioned by Kertai 2015, p. 104.

21 Reade 1976, p. 97; Reade 1979b, p. 83; Gopnik 
1992, p. 65; Bär 1996, pp. 203-207; Collins 2012, p. 78. See 
more images in Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. II, pls. 122-136.

22 See images in Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. I, pl. 29; 
Loud et Al. 1936, fig. 34.

before the king».14 The selected letters were then 
read to the king by specific figures, such as scribes 
or reporters. From written sources, indeed, we 
surmise that there may have been different persons 
in charge of reading before the king, each one with 
specific skills, as shown by the following passage: 
«Maybe the scribe who reads to the king did not 
understand. Šumma izbu is difficult to interpret».15 
This text proves that some literates had specific 
skills to read complex texts, such as anomalous 
omens, while others may have had sufficient skills 
to read simpler texts, such as daily letters.16 

If the request was granted, and the date was 
not already established, the king consulted his 
astrologers to be advised on the suitable and 
auspicious day of the visit.17 Afterward, the palace 
administration produced an official reply, which 
was sent to the applicant or to the sender of the 
letter. Eventually, the applicant(s) could start his 
journey to the palace and, perhaps, an official or a 
messenger always accompanied foreigners.18 I would 
also speculate that personal audiences took place 
at the same time for all the persons to whom the 
audience was granted. 

Meanwhile delegations and visitors made their 
journey to the palace, the palace administration 
pro bably drafted a list of all the enterers. This is evi-
denced by a document of Esarhaddon’s reign (SAA 
16 50), which shows a list of visitors entering the 
palace. Once in the palace, guests were welcomed 
by specific figures and a more complex protocol was 
probably prescribed before meeting the Assyrian 
king.19 

14  SAA 16 32, r. 17-22; PNA 2/II, pp. 905-907.
15 SAA 10 60, 15-r. 2.
16 See also Luukko 2007, p. 231 fn. 18 for a cursory 

tentative reconstruction on the system of communication in 
Assyrian times.

17 E.g. SAA 10 48; SAA 10 73; SAA 10 74.
18 In particular, see SAA 5 104, 4-13: «Three powerful 

men of the Kummeans have come and had an audience with 
me and Mar-Issar, the royal bodyguard. Here is what they 
said to me: “Our people may go where the king said, but your 
messenger should take us to the Palace [...]».

19 Although this hypothetical reconstruction is built on 
documents from later kings, one may speculate that similar 
procedures were applied in earlier times.
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Figure 1 
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: floorplan 
(after Kertai 2015, pl. 11) 
and inner circulation

Figure 2
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: Corridor 10, slab 7 
(after Botta, Flandin 1849 
vol. II, pl. 129)
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Figure 3
Dur-Sharruken, Royal Palace: Palace terraces, floorplan (after Kertai 2015, fig. 5.7) and inner circulation 

Figure 4
Dur-Sharruken, Royal Palace: Room 8, slabs 24- 25 (after Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. II, pl. 120)
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Guests could visit also the less accessible rooms 
6 and 11, passing through room 5. By contrast, 
room 2 was probably not accessible to visitors since 
door pivot holes were found at doorways E and H, 
suggesting that there was a physical barrier that 
would not usually have been open.26 In room 5 
visitors could have the chance to admire the 
interior decoration showing the 720 BC invasion of 
Syria-Palestine.27 

That rooms 6 and 11 were expected destinations 
for outsiders is suggested by their interior deco-
ration, which shows lines of foreigners moving 
towards the king.28 In detail, the images in room 
6 displayed three groups of tributaries, identified 
as Urartians and Phrygians, and perhaps other 
westerners coming from the area of Phrygia, 
such as Que or Tabal, since the clothing appears 
quite similar.29 As to room 11, Flandin’s drawing 

2016, pp. 74, 240 fn. 80).
26 Botta, Flandin 1849 vols. I-II, pls. 51, 84, 102.
27 Reade 1976, pp. 99-102, 104; Franklin 1994.
28 Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. II, pls. 103-106bis, 137.
29 Basmachi 1975, p. 238 (Urartians); Bär 1996, 

pp. 199-200 (Phrygians).

the room by door Q (fig. 3). It should be noted that 
the most brutal image was shown opposite door P 
(fig. 4).23 If this door was used by outside visitors, this 
image would have heightened the frightening effect 
of entering the room 8. In this respect, corridor 10 
seems to have been oriented differently from the 
rest of the palace. It is for this reason I suspect that 
visitors were led straightaway to door P of room 8, 
and that this was the entrance probably earmarked 
for outsiders.24 

In both rooms 8 and 4, images showing captives 
being tortured were overtly displayed. The captives 
were identified by epigraphs and by their clothing. 
Rulers from the Zagros regions and Hamath are 
identified as captives by the epigraphs carved on the 
scenes, and it is possible that rulers from Gaza or 
Ashdod were also represented.25 

23 Portuese 2016, p. 180 fn. 3, pp. 181-184, fig. 3; 
Portuese 2019, pp. 69-70.

24 Loud et Al. 1936, fig. 22; Kertai 2015, p. 109.
25 See images in Botta, Flandin 1849 vols. I-II, 

pls. 79-83, 115-120. For the epigraphs, see Russell 1999, 
p. 117. Texts inform us that Hanunu, king of Gaza, was taken 
to Assyria in chains and there seems to be no other obvious 
candidate for slab 12 (Fuchs 1994, p. 315, ll. 56-57; Melville 

Figure 5
Dur-Sharruken, Royal Palace: Palace terraces, floorplan (after Kertai 2015, fig. 5.7) and inner circulation 
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Figure 6 
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: 
Corridor 10, 
slabs 9-10 
(after Botta, 
Flandin 1849 
vol. II, pl. 131) 

Figure 7 
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: hypothetical 
reconstruction of visitors 
at the Assyrian court 
organized and led by the 
‘Palace Supervisor’ 
(drawn by M. P. M. 
Portuese)
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– Calling visitors to move; 
– Counting companions; 
– Arranging them according to their rank; 
– Silencing their speech, preparing them for en-

tering the throneroom; 
– Informing on sets of rules and duties; 
– Ushering them forward towards the king’s seat; 
– After the audience takes place he possibly directs 

them, perhaps to the exterior;
– Quieting them again inside the audience hall if 

necessary.

The procession scenes summarise this tight organi-
zation, presenting ‘frozen moments’ or cartoon 
images of actual events, which acted as ‘educational’ 
or ‘didactic’ exempla of appropriate conduct for 
non-Assyrians.34 Though images display single-file 
line figures, the overlap of persons’ feet, and also 
animals’ on Sargon’s reliefs, proves that they may 
have been arranged in two, three or even four lines 
(fig. 6). Indeed, the dimensions of corridor 10, 22 
m long by 3 m wide, suggest that persons could be 
easily lined up in rows of three/four.35 The highest-
ranking members of the foreign city, such as city-
rulers, leaders or emissaries, led the various groups 
of tribute-bearers and occupied the head of the line. 
These important figures were sometimes empty-
handed or carried small and valuable objects, and 
were often distinguished by their costumes. Ser-
vants, who were charged with bringing consi derable 
tributes (e.g. animals, large sacks), usually occupied 
the position behind leaders (figs. 2, 6).36 Although 
foreigners appear to be unevenly arranged as they 
approach the king, it is reasonable to suspect that 
they entered the room in order. Like court members 
who, according to textual sources, entered and 
were seated in the order of precedence, foreigners 
were similarly ordered, and access was probably 
firstly granted to leaders and then to their servants 
bringing tributes and audience gifts.37

34 Cifarelli 1998, p. 217.
35 Loud et Al. 1936, p. 40.
36 Bär 1996, pp. 218-219.
37 See, for instance, the access of officials to the royal meal 

described in K 8669/SAA 20 33, i 4-i 21. For a royal protocol at 
banquet, see Ermidoro 2015, pp. 161-189.

is unclear but the images seem also to represent 
westerners.30 

It is reasonable to suspect that the route leading 
visitors to rooms 6 and 11 started at doorway d, 
passing through doorways Q, S, and entering by 
doorway O. In fact, of the five different texts used 
on thresholds, those of doors d, Q, S, O, were 
inscribed with text no. 3, tracing an ideal path from 
the exterior to rooms 6 and 11 (fig. 5). Interestingly, 
text no. 3 is the only text that mentions the following 
sentence: «Von den (Vasallen)königen (aller 
Länder bis hin zu den) vier Rändern (der Welt), 
die sich dem Joch meiner Herrschaft gebeugt, und 
(dadurch) ihr Leben gerettet haben, sowie den 
Provinzherren meines Landes, den Aufsehern 
(und) Leitern, den Fürsten, den Eunuchen und 
den hohen Verwaltungsbeamten empfing ich ihren 
schweren Tribut. Zu einem Festmahl ließ ich sie 
Platz nehmen und feierte ein Freudenfest».31 The 
text does not mention ‘punished’ rulers, but ‘spared’ 
(eṭèru) rulers.32 Therefore, I believe that this message 
discloses the identity of the potential occupants of 
these rooms, who must have been privileged foreign 
rulers and leaders. 

To summarise, visitors were probably divided into 
two categories and conducted to the throne room on 
different routes. Distinguished guests were conducted 
through rooms 6 and 11; whereas common guests, 
whose relationship with Assyria was probably quite 
fraught, were led through rooms 8 and 4.

There must, therefore, have been a proce dure for 
managing the internal movement and organization 
of visitors. This would have been the central 
concern of the ša-pān-ekalli, translated as ‘palace 
supervisor’, who can be identified as the last eunuch 
in the processions, waving his hand as to introduce 
people into the king’s presence (figs. 6-7).33 Looking 
at texts and images, the ša-pān-ekalli’s tasks might 
be listed as follows: 

30 Bär 1996, p. 201.
31 Fuchs 1994, p. 358, ll. 37-44.
32 CAD E, pp. 402-403, mng. 3; Russell 1999, p. 109.
33 For a discussion on this official relying on textual 

references, see the PhD dissertation of Groß 2014, pp. 60-61. 
For his identification on Assyrian reliefs, see Reade 1972, 
p. 95. For the ša-pān-ekalli on Sargon’s reliefs, see Botta, 
Flandin 1849 vols. I-II, pls. 15, 29, 30, 103, 116, 130 (lower 
register), 137. 
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In this context, an adulatory sentence uttered by 
a Babylonian scholar to the king Esarhaddon is 
informative: «I am a dead body. Let me behold the 
face of the king, my lord, and die».41 Thus, being 
watched by the king was esteemed a great honour: 
«[and that Assur]banipal, king of Assyria, your lord, 
put oil on you and turned his friendly face towards 
you».42 Contrariwise, not being watched by the 
king meant losing his protection and favour: «[I]f 
he has become troublesome, may that gracious face 
[of the king], my lord, tur[n] away from him! And 
inasmuch as Ištar of N[ineveh] and Ištar of Arbela 
have said: “We shall root out from Assyria those 
who are not loyal to the king, our lord!” he should 
really be banished from Assyria!».43 Accordingly, 
looking at king’s face was synonym of siding with the 
king of Assyria: «[The w]hole country has turned 
its face [towards the ki]ng, my lord, [saying]: “We 
are the king’s [servant]s”.44 This is quite consistent 
with images showing a significant physical distance 
between the king and his non-Assyrian visitors. 

Prostrating (šuka’’unu), kissing the ground 
(kaqquru našāqu), or the feet (šepu našāqu) and 
grasping the feet (šēpu ṣabātu), were acts and hon-
ouring movements undoubtedly enacted by in siders 
and almost certainly by outsiders, such as foreign 
ambassadors or city-rulers.45 This kind of homage 
towards a superior authority falls with in what has 
been called as the Mesopotamian ‘audience-concept’, 
an expression which lies behind the meeting between 
someone who was in need of asking for something 
from a higher authority.46 Some behaviours occur a 
number of times in the texts of Sargon II: for instance, 
Ullusunu of Manneans is said to have grasped the 
feet of Sargon,47 while seven kings of Cyprus brought 

41 SAA 10 160, r. 38-39. A similar sentence is found in 
other letters (e.g. SAA 10 328, r. 20-23; SAA 13 184, e. 1-2; 
SAA 18 73, r. 2-5).

42 SAA 2 10, 8-11.
43 SAA 10 284, r. 1-9.
44 SAA 15 150, b. e. 8-r. 2.
45 An important key to understanding Assyrian court 

etiquette for insiders is found in the codified manual of the 
procedures enacted at a royal banquet (K 8669/SAA 20 33). 
For a list of Akkadian terms indicating submission, see Bonatz 
2002, p. 146 and SAA 20, Lxxx-LxxxI. 

46 Zgoll 2003.
47 Fuchs 1994, p. 317 ll. 87-88.

4. Before the King

Especially on large scale scenes, four/seven persons 
of the royal entourage usually separate the king from 
foreigners. This implies that seeing and speaking to 
the king was tightly controlled or even impossible 
for foreigners. As the distance between king and 
foreigners is represented by a human demarcation, 
I suggest that audience with the ruler took place at a 
public distance, namely more than 3.5 m, according 
to the categories of physical distance of proxemics 
introduced by the anthropologist Hall (fig. 8).38 

Cifarelli has shown that Assyrian officials 
and courtiers are always rendered in a perfectly 
upright position, which was associated with dignity 
and correctness in texts, and with folded hands, 
an ancient Mesopotamian gesture indicating 
prayerfulness and respect. In sharp visual contrast, 
the overall posture of foreigners is somewhat 
crouched, which was associated with moral and 
physical wretchedness. This action seems to have 
been expressed by the supplication verb kanāšu, 
which is usually translated literally as ‘to stoop’, 
and the expression kanāšu kišāda, ‘to bend the 
neck’ which is used idiomatically as ‘to submit’ 
and ‘to force into submission’ in a variety of texts. 
Foreigners usually perform the hand gesture of 
raising one or two fists before their faces, very similar 
to the gesture indicated in texts by the laban appi 
attitude (‘to touch the nose’), a ceremonial stance 
by which people formally submitted and perhaps 
pledged fealty to the Assyrian king (fig. 9).39 

It should be noted that the overall crouched 
posture assumed by foreigners when approaching 
the king boosted asymmetry and reduced reciprocity 
in an audience scene: the eye contact was absent, 
hand gestures were restricted to few movements, 
and the hands before the face somehow covered the 
eyes limiting the visual field. In spatial terms, indeed, 
looking is a form of access, of crossing a boundary to 
enter a domain, either as invited guest or as intruder, 
and looking at king’s face probably ranged from 
intimacy to audacity, from sympathy to threat.40 

38 Hall 1966; Marquardt, Greenberg 2015, 
pp. 33-35.

39 Cifarelli 1998, pp. 215-216.
40 Chavel 2012, p. 9.
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which sound like bringing all lands or enemies «to 
submission before the feet of the king»49 often occur, 
but similar formulae must be understood as verbal 
‘images’ used by scribes to express total control over 
something or someone by the king.50 Therefore, 

49 SAA 16 127, 11-12.
50 The expression ina sepal šēpē ša šarri kanāšu ‘bringing 

to submission before the feet of the king’ occurs in a number of 
letters (e.g. SAA 10 69, r. 15-16; SAA 16 126, 18; SAA 16 128, 

goods to Sargon and kissed Sargon’s feet.48 However, 
that a physical contact between subjects and king ever 
existed is unlikely. An appropriate safety distance was 
probably expected and these expressions should be 
regarded more as metaphorical signs of submission, 
adulation and deference than actual movements 
enacted before the king. In letters, expressions 

48 Fuchs 1994, p. 352 ll. 148-149.

Figure 8
Hall’s proxemic zones 
(source: author)

Figure 9
Dur-Sharruken, Royal Palace: 
Room 6, slab 20 
(after Basmachi 1975, fig. 135)
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king. In addition, it is likely that deeper appropriate 
prostrations and long pauses were a sign of respect 
and formality when meeting the king (fig. 10).52

The supplication was perhaps also expressed by 
the qāta tarāṣu gesture, which literally means ‘to 
stretch out the hand’, a gesture usually performed 
by the king towards his subordinates in contexts of 
greeting or recognition, but that also subordinates 
could perform on occasion. The gesture was 
presumably taken as idiomatic for ‘to beg’, evoking 
the image of a hand stretched horizontally to receive 
something from an authority or someone.53 

52 Bär 1996, p. 220; Cifarelli 1998, p. 218. On 
Sargon II’s reliefs, most prostrate figures are prisoners (Botta, 
Flandin 1849 vols. I-II, pls. 80-81, 83, 116, 118). Since the king 
probably remained seated on his throne while received guests, a 
likely distance from the king and the prostrate foreigner can be 
seen on the wall paintings of Til Barsip (Thureau-Dangin, 
Dunand 1936, pls. L, LII).

53 In an elegiac composition telling problems affecting 

foreigners presumably prostrated themselves and 
laid down on the ground before the king to honour 
him, thereby manifesting their total submission, but 
any physical contact must be excluded. In addition, I 
would include here a stance found in texts and known 
as napalsuḫu ‘to throw oneself fall to the ground, to 
let oneself fall to the ground (in supplication, despair, 
etc.)’: the expression occurs both in religious cont-
exts before gods, and in other circumstances before 
the king. In particular, some examples are found in 
Sargon’s texts and describe this prostrating gesture 
as performed by prisoners and enemies.51 The precise 
posture of these figures is somewhat varied in the 
illustrations, but in general they kneel with the palms 
of their hands and their foreheads touching the 
ground, often in close proximity to the foot of the 

12-13; SAA 16 132, 8).
51 For texts, see CAD N, pp. 271-272, mng. 1b.

Figure 10
Kalhu, Central Palace: Tiglath-pileser III, drawing (after Barnett, Falkner 1962, pl. xVIII)
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beautiful face of yours»56, or «the shadow of the 
king, my lord, is pleasant for everything. Let them 
come up and run around in the sweet and pleasant 
shadow of the king, my lord. […] The king is the 
perfect likeness of the god»57. This evidence clearly 
shows that the king’s appearance was somehow 
conceived and perceived as the epiphany of gods 
or other heavenly beings, in the awesome radiance 
of his majesty. These references, in other words, 
strongly suggest that king’s figure was certainly dis-
tin guished from the other participants, both for his 
isolated or somehow unique position and his physical 
and aesthetic features, which certainly de termined 
his charming image. The king’s body was special, 
sharing in appearance the best physical attributes. 
His posture probably encoded military prowess and 
sportsmanship; his cloths and insignia emanated 
strength and vitality; his hair and his beard must have 
been luxuriant and radiated health and vitality; his 
face must have been noble and handsome. 

On reliefs, Sargon II always holds a long staff 
when receives only Assyrian officials and attendants, 
whereas holds a lotus flower and performs a blessing/
greeting gesture (karābu) when receives foreigners.58 
As was already stated elsewhere, the king with the 
long staff emphasises the king in his pastoral role 
towards insiders.59 Instead, the portrait of the king 
holding lotus and performing the blessing/greeting 
gesture probably possessed more symbolic values 
(fig. 11). The greeting/blessing gesture (karābu 
in Akkadian) fell within the royal hospitality 
bestowed to guests, and was performed by the king 
during official receptions, as a letter shows: «Each 
and everyone who lays down his life under [your 
feet] and keeps your treaty, […] you will bl[ess him] 
as today».60 As for the lotus flower, on Syro-Hittite 
monuments, it appears held by human figures both 
in the upraised hand but especially in the lowered left 
hand. It becomes a symbol of royalty and acquires 
the meaning of constant reminder of regeneration 

56 SAA 13 190, r. 17-18.
57 SAA 10 207, b.e. 20-r. 5, r. 12-13.
58 Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. I, pls. 29-30.
59 Portuese 2017.
60 SAA 1 134, 11-13. For further discussion on this 

gesture see Wiggermann 1992, pp. 61, 78 and Frechette 
2012, pp. 35-38.

Besides, I consider that there was a concern for 
breath odour, both for insiders and outsiders, as 
attested in instructions prohibiting Mesopotamian 
ritual experts from ingesting foods such as garlic, 
fish, and leeks prior to engaging in ritual activity.54 
Beside breath odours, certainly guests had also to be 
clad in clean and scented garments. Finally, there is 
good reason to believe that also irascibility and hot-
headedness were fundamentally wrong, just as are 
careless talk and improper speech.55 

5. The king’s appearance and royal 
hospitality

The Assyrian king might have enjoyed the security 
and prestige of ‘invisibility’, but when he was viewed 
by members of his court or foreign delegations he 
would have presented a spectacular sight. Sources, 
in this regard, well illustrate the emotional moment 
of being before the king by using overly sentimental 
and affectionate words, such as «let me behold that 

the righteous sufferer (perhaps the king Assurbanipal), there is 
mention of a similar stance enacted by a human toward another 
human: «I have become smaller than the small, lower than the 
low; my hands are stretched out even to the destitute one, who 
seeks out my door» (SAA 3 12, 15-16). Examples are given 
in CAD T, p. 211, mng. 3c 2´ (tarāṣu); CAD T, p. 427, mng. 
1b 1´ (tirṣu). See also Frechette 2012, p. 40. For images on 
Sargon’s reliefs, see note 42.

54 Food prohibitions and dietary rules occur most 
frequently in the hemerologies (e.g. SAA 8 231). According 
to the study of van der Toorn 1985, pp. 33-36, dietary 
prohibitions and food taboos seem concentrated on certain 
periods, especially the first three days of Nisannu, and the first 
seven days of Tashritu, when intensive religious ceremonies 
were celebrated (see also Ermidoro 2014, pp. 86-91).

55 In the queries to the sun-god, the chain of formulae 
beginning with the word ezib, ‘disregard’, lists all the misunder-
standing, untoward event, mishap, or cultic impurity caused 
by thought, word or deed, which could affect the outcome of 
the extispicy (SAA 4, xiii). Among these formulae, some offer 
hints for an ideal etiquette that probably had to be respected 
also in ceremonial courts: «Disregard that an angry man, or 
one in distress, [spoke angrily] the words of [his] report. [...] 
Disregard the (formulation) of the prayer for today’s case, be 
it [good, be it faulty]. Disregard that an unclean [person has 
performed extispicy] in this place. Disregard that he who 
touches the fore[head of the sheep is dressed in his ordinary 
soiled garments]. Disregard that I, the haruspex [your 
servant, am dressed in my ordinary soiled garments], have 
eaten, [drunk, (or) anointed myself with] anything unclean» 
(SAA 4 81, 18, 20-r. 3). 
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of] the gods of the king, I have fulfilled the mission 
that [the king] gave me, and the king, my lord, 
has put the plant [of life] in my mouth […]».62 
Since the lotus flower, for its inherent properties, 
may have expressed the notion of ‘plant of life’, I 
suggest that the lotus held by Sargon might have 
been indicated by the so-called ‘plant of life’ of 
texts. This assumption is merely spe culative and I 
question whether the king actually had any physical 
contact with foreigners. In this regard, illustrations 

62 SAA 17 112, r. 14-17. See also RINAP 4 104, vi 5-vi 10; 
SAA 10 166, 13-r. 4; SAA 10 371, 12-r. 1.

and immortality, acting as a symbol of hope for 
living and dead.61 In fact, the lotus, which opens 
and closes daily, flowering from sunrise to midday, 
well embodies the connotations of a magically 
ensured general notion of ‘life’, thus probably 
acting as a constant reminder of regeneration also 
in the Assyrian culture. In this regard, both royal 
inscriptions and the royal correspondence of eight 
and seventh century inform that the king used to 
bless his servants by using an unidentified ‘plant of 
life’ (šammu balāṭi): e.g. «under the protec[tion 

61 Bonatz 2000, pp. 100-102.

Figure 11
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: Room 6, slab 11 
(after Botta, Flandin 1849 
vol. II, pl. 105)
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In conclusion, at the end of the visit we may 
imagine that visitors again prostrated themselves 
and glorified the king just before leaving. To 
evaluate the meeting with the Assyrian king and the 
visit to his royal palace, I would quote the Banquet 
Stele text of Ashurnasirpal II, in which the king 
states: «I gave them drink, I had them bathed, I had 
them anointed. (Thus) did I honour them (and) 
send them back to their lands in peace and joy».68 

6. Conclusions

To close this brief examination, it is concluded that 
the royal protocol, or etiquette, had as its principal 
aim the creation a special aura around the king. 
Relying on various sources, it seems clear that the 
Assyrian king exhibited himself in his pride and 
magnificence as much as an actor in a great royal 
drama, and his guests acting as both players and 
spectators. Celebratory events at court were clearly 
focused on a more limited kind of ‘performance’, 
since they were set apart from everyday life by 
being turned into ceremony.69 Therefore, in these 
exceptional circumstances the king must have been 
the main attraction, a kind of sacred object which 
must be presented in a proper light to others, and 
in turn must be seen and treated with proper ritual 
care. In other words, the theatrical paraphernalia 
of the king, the rules of conduct, courtesies and 
good form were specifically intended to create a 
prominent distance between the actual protagonist 
of the courtly drama (the king) and his spectators 
(the visitors), thereby outlining and boosting the 
concept of the inaccessible king.

68 RIMA 2 A.0.101.30, ll. 152-154.
69 Llewellyn-Jones 2013, pp. 66-67.

show that in the presence of a foreigner leader, 
who prostrates before the royal throne, the king 
touches with the long staff the head of the leader, 
although there can be good reason to believe that 
the king holds a spear rather than a staff, omitted 
on the drawing at our disposal (fig. 10).63 Possibly in 
specific meetings, the king greeted with a handshake, 
the gesture only being found on the throne base of 
Shalmaneser III where it visually commemorates 
the Assyrian king’s support of the Babylonian king 
against his rebellious brother.64 Physical contact, 
however, should be regarded as ex ceptional, since 
only a very restricted group of per sons could even 
get close to the king. This is con firmed by the specific 
distance emphasised on illustrations showing court 
members and the king and, although this gap is not 
visually measurable, the overall dimension of the 
throne-bases found in the original context separated 
anyone from the king (fig. 10). 

Before dismissing his visitors, the Assyrian 
king handsomely rewarded his guests with huge 
quantities of food and gifts. For instance, we know 
that, in reference to a messenger of the Mannean 
king, the crown prince Sennacherib «dressed him 
(in purple) and put a silver bracelet on his arm»65, 
and Sargon gave basic foods to a high-status woman 
and her escort.66

Eventually, the Assyrian court hospitality was 
also manifested in pleasant and amusing enter tain-
ments such as music and vocal music, dance and 
exotic animals as shown in various Neo-Assyrian 
monuments and textual references.67 

63 Cf. Thureau-Dangin, Dunand 1936, pl. LII; see 
further discussion in Portuese 2017, pp. 116-117.

64 Mallowan 1966 vol. II, p. 447, fig. d. There is 
apparently no explicit Akkadian term for ‘handshake’. See, 
in this regard, Kalluveettil 1982, p. 21; Malul 1988, 
pp. 219-231; Goldman 1990, pp. 45, 47.

65 SAA 1 29, r. 18-21.
66 SAA 15 359.
67 Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. I, pl. 67 (upper register). 

Musical instruments are associated to musicians, and in 
a hymn to Nanaia of Sargon II, they play lyre (kinnâru), 
the small harp (šebītu), the clapper (kanzabu), the flute 
(malīlu), the oboe (ṣinnutu), and the long pipes (arkātu) 
(SAA 3 4, i 7-i 9). For an in-depth analysis on music at the 
Assyrian court, see the PhD dissertation of Cheng 2001. 
For exotic animals at court, see the recent contribution of 
Llewellyn-Jones 2017.
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