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Series Editors’ Preface

Two socialisation phenomena lie at the heart of the Collaborative Research
Centre (CRC) 1167 at the University of Bonn, ‘Macht und Herrschaft, Power and
Domination. Premodern Configurations in a Transcultural Perspective’. We put
power and domination under the microscope and interrogate them with the tools
of comparative research. Both have impacted human coexistence at all times and
worldwide; as such, they are primary objects of investigation for scholars in the
humanities. Our multi-disciplinary research network aims to bundle the skills of
the many participating fields in interdisciplinary cooperation, and to develop a
transcultural approach to the understanding of power and domination.

Our pool of case studies from a wide variety of regions provides a fresh
perspective on both similarities and differences. The essays published in this
series reflect both our interdisciplinary approach and our transcultural per-
spective.

The Research Centre uses four thematic approaches to phenomena of power
and domination; they also form the basis of the four individual project areas of
CRC 1167: ‘Conflict and Consensus’, ‘Personality and Transpersonality’, ‘Centre
and Periphery’ and ‘Criticism and Idealisation’. All four have been at the centre
of numerous international conferences and workshops that provide a basis for
intellectual exchange with established scholars in Germany and further afield.

It would not have been possible to publish the fruits of these important ex-
changes within this series without the generous financial support from the
German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft) and the
continuous commitment of the University of Bonn, which provided the neces-
sary research infrastructure. We would like to express our sincere thanks to both.

Matthias Becher – Elke Brüggen – Stephan Conermann
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Eva Orthmann / Anna Kollatz

Introduction

On Saturday, the 7th Rabı̄

˘

al-awwal 1022 (16. 6. 1611), a dice player made his way
from Qazvı̄n via the Hindukush to India. On arriving in Agra, he was led im-
mediately to the Mughal ruler Jahangir, because, as Jahangir’s chronicler ex-
plains to us, it was a good custom to introduce every visitor to the ruler once he
had entered the residence.1 Regardless of his origin, profession or religion, every
visitor should be “delighted by his (Majesty’s) universal goodness and generosity
and rewarded according to his abilities, so that he might carry a good name out
into the world.” Having received his greetings, Jahangir talks to our trickster
about different sitting postures, rather harmless small talk, and soon dismisses
him, certainly not without giving him a present. This story, like many others,
may be read as documenting Mughal ‘public relations policies,’ as we learn that
such meetings were intended to make the empire appear positive to the outside
world. Is this meeting an audience, though? How does it differ from other oc-
casions when a ruler met with other people? Could a similar scene have taken
place at another court?

The ceremonial, in the sense of generally accepted rules of conduct, possibly
also fixed in writing, makes hierarchy experienceable through the performative
execution of certain behavioral patterns. Spatial organization of the meeting
places, decoration, prescribed clothing and the like, also play a central role in the
differentiation of meeting formats between rulers and other persons. Ceremonial
prescriptions thus have shaped and still shape the interaction of rulers and ruled,
as well as rulers and those participating in power, in many different cultural and
geographic contexts from antiquity to the present. Using ceremonial to translate
sometimes very subtle social differences into performatively perceptible actions
thus appears to be a transcultural phenomenon. While the actual performance of
ceremonial in distant times and places faded as time went by, those performative

1 The dice player’s meeting with the Mughal emperor has been noted down in the ‘Majālis-i
Jahāngı̄rı̄’ by

˘

Abd as-Sattār b. Qāsim Lāhōrı̄. Cf.

˘

Abd as-Sattār b. Qāsim Lāhōrı̄, Majālis-i
Jahāngı̄rı̄, ed.

˘

Arif Naushāhı̄/Mo

˘

ı̄n Nizāmı̄, Teheran 2006, 234–235.
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actions have left their traces in material culture as well as in texts accessible to us
today.

Royal courts and their rituals have been the issue of extensive studies in
European medieval and early modern to modern history. Courts, ceremonial and
castles have been studied extensively, and theories on court communication,
performance and spatiality have been developed. The German “Resi-
denzen-Kommission,” a long-run project hosted by the Academy of Sciences in
Göttingen,2 has provided abundant material including case studies on small and
medium-size courts in Germany, and theoretical and methodological dis-
cussions. Similarly, we find research groups and societies specialized in royal
courts in France3 and Great Britain.4 Cultural studies have contributed to the
topic, especially by feeding in theory. Stollberg-Rilinger’s approach on symbolic
communication in pre-modern times has widely shaped the discussion,5 as did
Gerd Althoff with his theory of rituelle Kommunikation.

Regarding transcultural and especially transdisciplinary approaches to the
court, the field looks less explored.6 We have still not passed the first steps in
building a field of transcultural court studies. The few volumes published so far

2 http://resikom.adw-goettingen.gwdg.de/index.php (23.08.18). Leading members of the Resi-
denzen-Kommission have contributed to the discussion of theory and definition. See e. g.,
Werner Paravicini, Zeremoniell und Raum. 4. Symposium der Residenzen-Kommission der
Akademie der Wissenschaften in Göttingen veranstaltet gemeinsam mit dem Deutschen His-
torischen Institut Paris und dem Historischen Institut der Universität Potsdam, Potsdam, 25.
bis 27. September 1994 (Symposium der Residenzen-Kommission der Akademie der Wis-
senschaften in Göttingen 4), Sigmaringen 1997; Werner Paravicini, Die ritterlich-höfische
Kultur des Mittelalters (Enzyklopädie deutscher Geschichte 32), München 2010. Further
theoretical approaches from European medieval and early modern studies are e. g. Gerd
Althoff, Die Macht der Rituale. Symbolik und Herrschaft im Mittelalter, Darmstadt 2003;
Reinhardt Butz/Jan Hirschbiegel/Dietmar Willoweit (eds.), Hof und Theorie. An-
näherungen an ein historisches Phänomen (Norm und Struktur 22), Köln 2004; Hedda
Ragotzky/Horst Wenzel (eds.), Höfische Repräsentation. Das Zeremoniell und die Zeichen,
Tübingen 1990; Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly/Anne Simon, Festivals and ceremonies. A bi-
bliography of works relating to court, civic, and religious festivals in Europe 1500–1800,
London/New York 2000.

3 See e. g. http://chateauversailles-recherche.fr/francais (23.08.18).
4 http://www.courtstudies.org/ (23.08.18).
5 Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, Symbolische Kommunikation in der Vormoderne. Begriffe-

Thesen-Forschungsperspektiven, in: Zeitschrift für Historische Forschung 31 (2004),
489–527; see also Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, Rituale (Historische Einführungen 16),
Frankfurt a. Main 2013.

6 Transcultural research on power and domination has developed more recently ; see e. g.,
Wolfram Drews et al. , Monarchische Herrschaftsformen der Vormoderne in transkultureller
Perspektive (Europa im Mittelalter 26), Berlin 2015; Antje Flüchter/Susan Richter (eds.),
Structures on the Move: Technologies of Governance in Transcultural Encounters. Trans-
cultural Research – Heidelberg Studies on Asia and Europe in a Global Context, Heidelberg
2012; Almut Höfert, Kaisertum und Kalifat. Der imperiale Monotheismus im Früh- und
Hochmittelalter (Globalgeschichte 21), Frankfurt a. Main 2015.
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can be divided into two streams. The first attempts to examine non-European
courts based on theories developed from the European example. Norbert Elias’
Court Society7 is the central, albeit controversially discussed point of reference.8

However, the main problem also keeping us from declaring Norbert Elias the
basis for our transcultural analysis is the fact that his theory has been elaborated
by an example from European history. It cannot be regarded as an ideal type in
Weberian terms, but must rather, like other theoretical or definitional ap-
proaches (e. g. Paravicini), be regarded as an abstract representation of an ex-
ample – albeit one that shaped European court cultures to a large extent.
Therefore, in this volume we do not assume an a priori fixed concept from which
we work on the examples presented here. Rather, the aim is to look at the par-
ticularities of the various situations in which actors meet a ruler in different
contexts, at different times and in different settings, with as unobstructed a view
as possible.

Our volume joins the second trend of audience research that takes a micro-
historical approach based on case studies and comparison. This approach seems
far more practicable, considering the still very limited state of research on Is-
lamic courts, for example. Even though research on this topic has steadily in-
creased since the publication by Fuess and Hartung in 2011,9 which worked as a
kick-off for an increased interest in Islamic courts, research on this topic still
remains at the state of case studies and material collection due to the sheer
amount of material. The second stream of transcultural comparative court
studies therefore often starts from questions or subject areas exploring, for
example, ceremonies that regulate the contact with the other. Most publications
limit their subject matter either by a time frame, or by reference to a specific
region. There is only a handful of recent publications, all in the form of collab-
orative volumes, that aim at transcultural comparison of court culture, cere-
monial, representation and similar topics related to court life. Very ambitious
and wide in range, Jeroen Duindam and his colleagues issued a multi-thematic

7 Norbert Elias, The collected works of Norbert Elias. 18 vols., vol. 2: The court society, trans.
by Edmund Jephcott, ed. Stephen Mennell, Dublin 2006.

8 For recent critical approaches, see Jeroen Duindam, Norbert Elias und der frühneuzeitliche
Hof, in: Historische Anthropologie 6/3 (1998), 370–387 and Jan Hirschbiegel, Hof. Zur
Überzeitlichkeit eines zeitgebundenen Phänomens, in: Bruno Jacobs/Robert Rollinger
(eds.), Der Achämenidenhof. Akten des 2. Internationalen Kolloquiums zum Thema “Vor-
derasien im Spannungsfeld Klassischer und Altorientalischer Überlieferungen,” Landgut
Castelen bei Basel, 23.–25. Mai 2007 = The Achaemenid court (Classica et orientalia 2),
Wiesbaden 2010, 13–38. A first interdisciplinary approach to the audience is Peter Burschel/
Christiane Vogel (eds.), Die Audienz. Ritualisierter Kulturkontakt in der Frühen Neuzeit,
Köln 2014.

9 Albrecht Fuess/Jan-Peter Hartung (eds.), Court cultures in the Muslim world. Seventh to
nineteenth centuries (SOAS/Routledge studies on the Middle East 13), London et al. 2011.
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transcultural compendium in 2011.10 Other publications focus on a special as-
pect, for example the reception of foreign emissaries,11 or, as recently Pomerantz
and Vitz, on performance culture in the pre-modern Middle East.12 Of course,
this approach is also risky, as many anthologies rest on an ambiguous conceptual
basis that makes it difficult to compare the results of the individual studies. The
question then arises, for example, whether terms such as ‘court’ or ‘ruler’ are
associated with the same concepts in all contributions. In many cases, European
concepts are used without a critical discussion, which makes it particularly
difficult to identify non-European peculiarities. Finally, transdisciplinary com-
parison remains a field without proven methods. Therefore, in some places,
previous research has remained confined to the collection of results from case
studies, without being able to complete the step towards transcultural com-
parison.

The workshop “The Ceremonial of Audience” (June 2017) was organized to
discuss questions of court culture and ceremonial in an interdisciplinary ap-
proach among experts on medieval history, Eastern Europe, China, India, Is-
lamic Studies, Ottoman Studies, the Ancient Near East etc. Our attempt has not
discovered a panacea for the above-mentioned problems either. Following the
second approach described, we concentrate in this volume on audiences as the
interface between the court and the world outside. To achieve a broad basis of
case studies providing material unrestricted by certain predirections, we too
assume an openly formulated concept of our topic. As a common basis for the
case studies brought together in this volume, we defined audience as a com-
prehensive term for a number of different formats in which a ruler meets other
people. Interaction during these occasions is regulated by certain rules of be-
havior (ceremonial), spatial organization of the interaction space, and possible
access restrictions. A promising approach is to examine how the purpose of each
meeting (representation, advice, political decision, diplomatic affairs) and the
composition of those present (close advisers and officials of the court, envoys,
family members of the ruler) affect the format.

Within this very openly formulated concept, some common features of au-
diences became yet apparent. One central element is hierarchy. Audiences are
always encounters between a ruler and other persons of inferior status. Coming
to the audience is therefore meaningful and communicates the acceptance of the
ruler’s superiority. By contrast, meetings between different rulers of equal status
are not considered to be audiences. This hierarchical element is very obvious in

10 Jeroen F. Duindam/Tülay Artan/Metin Kunt (eds.), Royal courts in dynastic states and
empires. A global perspective, Leiden/Boston 2011.

11 Cf. Susann Baller et al. (eds.), Die Ankunft des Anderen, Frankfurt a. Main/New York 2008.
12 Maurice A. Pomerantz/Evelyn B. Vitz (eds.), In the presence of power. Court and perfor-

mance in the pre-modern Middle East, New York 2017.
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all contributions to this volume. It is however most clearly demonstrated in
Beihammer’s article on the interaction between the Byzantine emperor and the
crusaders. In this article, the need to adapt traditional diplomatic etiquette and
ceremonial patterns is explained by notions of hierarchy and submission asso-
ciated with court ritual and displayed in the frame of audiences. This specific
challenge emerged because of the crusader chiefs’ high status, which created an
abnormal situation; usually, different rulers did not meet in person, but via
envoys. However, even the reception of an envoy could pose a challenge to the
hierarchical order, as described in Orthmann’s contribution: when the caliphal
envoy with the letter of appointment for the Ghaznavid ruler arrived, the usual
hierarchy was turned upside down, since the ruler had to publicly demonstrate
his subservience to the absent caliph. In this case, the hierarchy was still there,
but the person of highest authority was only represented by his paraphernalia.

We would argue that typically there is not only a hierarchical difference
between the host of the audience and the attendees, but also between the at-
tendees themselves. The public display of status and rank is a common feature of
the different meeting formats described in this volume. It is expressed in the
spatial arrangement of the meeting, the closeness or distance to the ruler, the
dress code, the waiting time before admittance to the audience, the gifts, the food
served etc. Reindl-Kiel describes these hierarchical discriminations very vividly
in her analyses of Ottoman documents referring to diplomatic banquets and
robes of honor. The number of dishes, the quality of the food and the material of
the robe of honor clearly indicated status and hierarchy. As Kollatz argues in her
article, in all meeting formats between the Mughal emperor and different groups
of attendees, even in his encounter with female relatives, hierarchical differ-
entiations played their part, usually again expressed in the spatial arrangement
of the meeting. There is however one exception to this general display of hier-
archy : the private audiences described by Pruß in his article on the Ancient Near
East are clearly of another type, because the attendee came alone. Since this
meeting format is quite exceptional in other regards, too, we should perhaps not
include it in the general definition of audiences, but consider private audiences
as a case apart.

The second common element of audiences is their performative character.
Audiences are formalized encounters between rulers and attendees and have a
representative function. This function implies that audiences need a certain
number of participants or spectators. The number can be high, as is the case in
general audiences, or much smaller. Access to the audience is usually regulated
and in many cases restricted to male attendees. The performative and public
character of audiences implies that coming to the audience is not only a privilege,
but also a duty. With again the exception of the private audience, all articles in
this volume describe meetings with specific groups of persons who are expected

Introduction 13
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and allowed to take part. The most detailed analysis of different meeting formats
and changing admission patterns is given by Kollatz, who attaches specific im-
portance to understanding the Mughal ruler’s daily routine of encounters with
varying groups of attendees, ranging from very public encounters to meetings of
a much more private character.

Due to their performative character, audiences generally display wealth,
pomp and power and thereby make the ruler’s authority a sensuous experience
for the attendees. The extent of pomp is not the same in every audience and varies
with the format of the audience and its occasion. They may be awe-inspiring or
even intimidating. Pomp and power are usually underlined by the use of specific
objects. Many of these objects are meant to demonstrate the ruler’s elevated rank
and legitimacy. He is sitting on a throne, wearing a crown or specific headdress
and might display further paraphernalia related to his sovereignty. Specific at-
tributes of the attendees, like an eye cover required from people coming to the
Neo-Assyrian court, furthermore emphasize the king’s status. His clothing also
transmits specific messages, as does the clothing of the attendees. Clothing
marks hierarchy and may also indicate specific functions at court or in ad-
ministration and government. By following the same ceremonial, or by using
specific elements of representation, a ruler can furthermore create a link to his
predecessor or an earlier dynasty. He can also integrate elements of ideology,
emphasize having been chosen by God or demonstrate outstanding piety. While
different elements of representation are described in all articles, the royal in-
signia and the symbolic value of the king’s throne and carpet are paid specific
attention in Orthmann’s article on the Ghaznavid court.

Directly related to representation and pomp is the architectural framing of
audiences. Most articles point to particular spaces for formal meetings, some of
them indoor and others in gardens and open spaces, allowing e. g. the lining-up
of courtiers and a hierarchical arrangement of the attendees. Meetings did not
necessarily always take place in the same spatial setting, but could vary de-
pending on the season, the occasion and the meeting format. The architectural
frame provided however not only a suitable space for the meetings, but was
sometimes imbued with ideological connotations. As Koch shows for the Mughal
context, the audience hall or Chihil Sutūn, which was developed during the time
of Shāh Jahān, took the ancient palace of Persepolis as its model and was fur-
thermore related to notions of Salomonic rule, thus linking it deeply to Mughal
ideology.

Audiences fulfill a multitude of functions. To a large extent, these functions are
the same in all cases described in the volume. There is, first, the above-mentioned
representative function. Audiences also have a communicative function. They
serve as a space of interaction and negotiation between ruler and attendees.
Interaction and communication take place in verbal and non-verbal form. The

Eva Orthmann / Anna Kollatz14
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mere admission to the audience as well as the mere presence there are meaningful
and communicate social standing and the acceptance of the ruler’s superiority.
The symbolic language may be enhanced by the use of specific greeting formula
or gestures. The spatial organization of the audience, especially the placement of
every single person is another form of non-verbal communication. Verbal
communication with the ruler is generally highly formalized; it often does not
take place directly, but via servants or chamberlains.

Audiences serve different political functions. During the audience, state af-
fairs are conducted or at least made public. Governors and military leaders
regularly have to come to the audience when they return from their provinces or
from an expedition and are officially received there. Appointments to new posts
may also be announced in the audience, and justice was in some cases also
administered in the frame of public meeting formats.

Almost everywhere, the reception of ambassadors takes place during an au-
dience as well, which thereby fulfills a diplomatic function. In the volume at
hand, this aspect of audiences has especially been dealt with in the articles on the
Ottoman Empire, the tsar’s court and on the Ancient Near East, where for a long
time it was even the only function of an audience attested in the sources. Dahl-
mann’s article on the tsar’s court is mainly based on the account of Sigismund
von Herberstein, an imperial ambassador to Muscovy, and reminds us that such
ambassadorial visits not only had a diplomatic function, but in some cases also
stimulated the production of travel reports which spread the knowledge of for-
eign countries and provide us today with valuable information on the respective
courts. Reindl-Kiel’s descriptions are drawn from Ottoman documents and
sources, and give us inter alia insight into specific ways of hidden insults prac-
ticed in the encounter with non-Muslim envoys.

Last but not least, audiences also have an economic function. This economic
function is often related to the exchange of gifts. Both the ruler and the attendees
received and offered gifts at specific occasions. As Beihammer shows, the
Frankish lords received gifts in money, robes, precious items, and military
equipment as a reward for their coming into the emperor’s presence and forging
personal bonds of allegiance with him. In the Middle East, the most character-
istic gift from the ruler was a robe of honor, which is already attested for the
Ancient Near East. The article on the Ottoman Empire discusses in detail the
hierarchy of robes of honor and their material value, and points to the fact that
robes of honor were always given in a downward movement. The gift of a robe of
honor to a nominally equal ruler was therefore humiliating. Gifts from the at-
tendees were not necessarily voluntary and might have formed a part of their
dues.

Banquets constitute a specific form of economic exchange or gifts. Both
foreign envoys and attendees from the realm were on occasion invited to royal
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banquets. As shown by Pruß, in the Ancient Near East the meal in the presence of
the king constituted an important element of the reception of foreign delegations
and could include large numbers of participants of different rank. Pruß points to
the rivalry and hierarchic stratification between different invitees who jealously
noticed the amount and quality of food served to others. Quite similar attitudes
prevailed at the Ottoman court.

While all the above-mentioned functions can be observed in our case studies,
they were not considered a part of the same event in all realms. Just by looking at
the terminology, we easily realize that banquets were not necessarily regarded as
part of the same official meeting at which the ruler sat on his throne and dis-
tributed gifts. The same is true for other elements of representation. We therefore
best speak of a specific set of tasks usually fulfilled by a ruler in the frame of
formal meetings, and subsume all these meetings under the umbrella term
‘audience,’ bearing in mind that the specific set of meeting formats and the
association of specific tasks with specific meeting formats varies from realm to
realm and is also open to change in the course of time.

One has additionally to be aware of the fact that the narrative material on
which we mostly rely follows certain literary conventions and stereotypes,
making it important to understand the narrative strategies used in the de-
scription of audiences. Textual and pictorial narratives on meeting formats ac-
tually form a second ‘layer’ of representation, which also served functions of
legitimation in many of the areas concerned in this volume. These narrative
strategies thus form a research topic in their own right, and have to be observed
closely when it comes to the reconstruction of ‘real’ ceremonials of audience. It
must be clear that, for the sake of positive representation, sources like court
historiographies, but also pictorial representations and even archive materials
may use narrative strategies to guide the reader’s understanding of the actual
audience, but also the ruler, in a certain direction. The present volume does not
consider those narrative strategies as its main topic, but rather as a subsidiary in
certain case studies. Nevertheless, it would be worth considering the narrative
representation of audiences in a follow-up project.
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Alexander Pruß

Robes of honor and blindfolded petitioners. Audiences in the
Ancient Near East

Abstract
In the Ancient Near East, a concept of kingship developed together with the emergence of
early states, its existence can be proofed by the mid-3rd millennium B. C. One of the features
of a good ruler was the exercise of justice. The king acted as lawmaker, supreme judge and
had to heed to his advisors’ counsel. He also had to listen to requests and complaints of his
subjects.
Due to the nature of ancient Mesopotamian sources, there are no distant descriptions of
Ancient Near Eastern audiences. One has to read ‘between the lines’ of cuneiform tablets,
especially letters, to gain some information about the actual conduct of encounters between
the king and foreign guests and petitioners during audiences.
Letters, found in the destroyed palace at Mari (18th century B. C.), were sent there from
envoys to the court of king Hammurabi at Babylon. They allow to define two types of
encounters with the king: the meal in front of the king and the general audience. The meal
included a wide range of guests, while the general audience was restricted to high-ranking
delegates. Questions of status and rank were of particular importance during the meals.
Diplomatic protocol seems to have not changed much in the Amarna period (14th century
B. C.), when both basic types of diplomatic audiences are still attested.
Information on audiences for the king’s own subjects are available from Neo-Assyrian
sources (7th century B. C.) only. They indicate that petitioners had to wear hoods over their
faces to prevent them from being blended by the king’s radiance.

1. Ancient Near Eastern States and their rulers

Mesopotamia is one – besides Egypt – of the two regions where early states
developed for the first time in human history. Societies had to find new models
for the organisation of their own complexity without having the possibility to
copy an existing system. According to our understanding of Mesopotamian
history, the first states had developed together with the earliest cities in the
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course of the 4th millennium B. C.1 It has long been taken for granted that early
statehood started in Southern Mesopotamia (including Elam2) and spread from
there to other regions of the Near East. Recent studies have shown, however, the
important role of Upper Mesopotamia (Northern Iraq, North-Eastern Syria, and
South-Eastern Turkey in modern terms) for the developments of Early states.3

Many aspects of the earliest Near Eastern states remain unclear, however. We
only have few indirect clues on the organization of power in these societies.
Images from the late Uruk period (ca. 3500–3000 B. C.) suggest the existence of a
male ruler,4 but we know neither name, title, competences, selection process, nor
place of residence for any of these early rulers. According to Sumerian written
tradition (which was recorded for the first time in late 3rd millennium B. C., but
reflected earlier traditions) kingship (nam.lugal) was one of the divine powers of
civilization (me), provided to mankind by the gods.5

With the increase of written texts and the appearance of monuments with the
depiction of narrative scenes from mid-3rd millennium contexts onwards, the
picture of the Mesopotamian ruler becomes clearer.6 Nearly all states we are
aware of, from small city-states of the 3rd millennium and regional states up to
the world empires of the 1st millennium, were ruled by a single male adult
monarch. The titles vary, but starting from the late 3rd millennium B. C., most
rulers were called king (lugal in Sumerian, šarru(m) in Akkadian).

According to the Mesopotamian tradition, the power of the ruler was not
absolute. He had to consider counsel and should listen to his advisors.7 The
exercising of justice and righteous conduct of power was expected from him, as
the so-called ‘advice to a prince’ of Neo-Babylonian date states: “If a king does

1 Guillermo Algaze, The Uruk World System. The Dynamics of Expansion of Early Mesopo-
tamian Civilization, Chicago/London 1993.

2 Holly Pittman, The Late Uruk Period, in: Prudence O. Harper/Joan Aruz/FranÅoise Tal-
lon (eds.), The Royal City of Susa. Ancient Near Eastern Treasures in the Louvre, New York
1992, 48–52.

3 Marcella Frangipane, La nascita dello stato nel Vicino Oriente: Dai lignaggi alla burocrazia
nella Grande Mesopotamia, Rome 2005; Augusta McMahon (ed.), Preludes to Urbanism. The
Late Chalcolithic of Mesopotamia, Cambridge 2015.

4 Helga Vogel, Der ‘große Mann von Uruk.’ Das Bild der Herrschaft im späten 4. und frühen
3. vorchristlichen Jahrtausend, in: Nicola Crüsemann et al. (eds.), Uruk. 5000 Jahre Megacity,
Petersberg 2013, 139–145.

5 Samuel Noah Kramer, Sumerian Mythology, New York 1961, 64–68.
6 Wolfgang Heimpel, Herrentum und Königtum im vor- und frühgeschichtlichen Alten Orient,

Zeitschrift für Assyriologie und Vorderasiatische Archäologie 82 (1992), 4–21; Hanspeter
Schaudig, Der Herrscher im Alten Orient, in: Nicola Crüsemann et al. (eds.), Uruk.
5000 Jahre Megacity, Petersberg 2013, 131–135.

7 Karen Radner, Royal Decision-Making: Kings, Magnates, and Scholars, in: Karen Radner/
Eleanor Robson (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Cuneiform Culture, Oxford 2011, 358–379.
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not heed justice, his people will be thrown into chaos, and his land will be
devastated.”8

The king was lawmaker, as it is most famously illustrated by the Codex
Hammurabi9 and other, less well-known law collections. He was also the Su-
preme Judge of his country.10 Participants in lawsuits had the option to appeal for
a judgement by the king. Even if we do not know, how frequently this right was
used, there is clear evidence that kings actually acted as judges regularly.11 One of
the epithets of Mesopotamian kings was thus šar mı̄šari, ‘king of justice.’ One
aspect of the concept of ‘king of justice’ was the obligation of the king to listen
directly to his subjects during audiences, which brings us to the subject of the
Bonn workshop and of this book.

2. Limitations of the Mesopotamian tradition: What do the texts
and images tell and what not?

Before dealing with the information available from Mesopotamian texts and
images for the understanding of audiences, a few remarks on the nature of the
available sources are necessary. The writing system of ancient Mesopotamia was
the cuneiform script, which was written on clay tablets. The vast majority of
cuneiform tablets were not fired, and thus very vulnerable to destruction or
damage by rain or wind. However, if a tablet became buried in the ground
(in pits, on garbage heaps, in collapsed buildings, etc.), it is practically in-
destructible. Hundreds of thousands cuneiform tablets are excavated so far12 and
stored in Museum collections and there are undoubtedly many more still in the
earth. The number of original Mesopotamian texts exceeds the number of known
textual sources from classical Greece or Rome by far.13

These texts were, however, not written for a distant or uninformed reader, but
for the peers of the authors or scribes. Administrative documents were written
for bookkeeping, royal inscriptions were written for other kings and members of

8 Wilfred G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature, Oxford 1960, 112–113.
9 Godfrey R. Driver/John C. Miles, The Babylonian Laws, Oxford 1952. For the discussion of

the nature of the CH, see Johannes Renger, Noch einmal: Was war der ‘Kodex’ H
˘

ammurapi –
ein erlassenes Gesetz oder ein Rechtsbuch? In: Hans-Joachim Gehrke (ed.), Rechts-
kodifizierung und soziale Normen im interkulturellen Vergleich, Tübingen 1994, 27–59.

10 Sophie Démare-Lafont, Judical Decision-Making: Judges and Arbitrators, in: Radner/
Robson 2011, 338–340.

11 Marie-Joseph Seux, Königtum. B. II. und I. Jahrtausend, Reallexikon der Assyriologie und
Vorderasiatischen Archäologie 6 (1980–83), 163–165.

12 Radner/Robson 2011, xxvii.
13 Marc Van de Mieroop 1999, Cuneiform Texts and the Writing of History, London/New York

1999, 2.
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the court, as well as the gods, and letters for the addressees. The texts contained
information for insiders and are often difficult to understand for the modern
reader, since basic information was always considered self-evident. The Meso-
potamian texts thus lack descriptive passages and even a consistent terminology
for the central issue of the Bonn workshop – the audience – is missing. There was
no proper historiography in ancient Mesopotamia, since the idea of writing
history as a reflection and analysis of past events was not yet existing.14 It is
therefore not surprising that the most elaborate descriptions of court ceremony
and the course of an audience in the Ancient Near East are the descriptions of the
Achaemenid court by Greek authors, as Herodotus or Xenophon.15

The best sources for court life and audiences at earlier Near Eastern palaces
are letters, written by courtiers to distant colleagues or by diplomats to their
superiors at home.16 As already stated, these letters did not include direct de-
scriptions of royal ceremony or the normal actions of the persons involved, but
recorded unusual events or inappropriate behaviour witnessed by the letter’s
author. One has to read ‘between the lines’ to infer the rules and conventions
which were known to every person involved and thus not explicitly stated.

A comparable caveat has to be mentioned when dealing with images. Nearly
all depictions of rulers and their interaction with members of their household,
courtiers, visitors, allies, and enemies were made in the frame of royal prop-
aganda. The images were created to prove the king’s overwhelming power,
strength, success, and beauty and were not intended to faithfully reproduce his
actual appearance or actions. Normal audiences (understood as formalized
meeting of non-court members with the ruler) or the reception of guests and
visitors are very rarely shown on these images. What they show is the submission
of defeated or subjugated enemies in a clearly conveyed confrontation of the
powerful king and the powerless enemy.

14 Van de Mieroop 1999, 2–5.
15 E. g. Herodotus, Historien, ed. Josef Feix (Sammlung Tusculum), München 1994, III. 72. 77.

84; Xenophon, Kyrupädie, ed. Rainer Nickel (Sammlung Tusculum), München 1992, II, IV,
1–8.

16 On letters in general, see Fabienne Huber Vuillet, Letters as Correspondence, Letters as
Literature, in: Radner/Robson 2011, 486–507.
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3. Hammurabi’s court at Babylon

The Old Babylonian period (ca. 2000–1595 B. C.)17 has yielded, for the first time
in Mesopotamian history, a huge amount of letters which contain information
otherwise unavailable from cuneiform sources. The period before the estab-
lishment of Babylonian rule over all of Mesopotamia after 1754 has been char-
acterized by quick opportunistic changes of alliances and unpredictable ma-
noeuvres. The rulers had to be wary of even their closest allies. A network of
envoys and informants was thus essential to know the plans of enemies and
friends alike. The nervous atmosphere of international diplomacy of this time is
probably best characterized by a quotation from a letter of king Šamši-Adad of
Upper Mesopotamia (r. 1830/07–1775) to his son Yasmah

˙
-Addu, who was ruling

(1792–1773) a viceroyalty at Mari:

“You constantly watch for a chance to kill the enemy and lurk around him, and the
enemy does the same: he constantly watches for a chance and lurks around you – like a
wrestler each one watches constantly for a chance against the other one […]”18

An exceptional large corpus of letters from this period was found in the royal
palace and other buildings at Mari, which were destroyed when troops of king
Hammurabi of Babylon (r. 1792–1750) conquered and destroyed the city in 1759.
Until Hammurabi had turned against him, Zimrilim, the last ruler of Mari, who
had deployed and replaced Yasmah

˙
-Addu in 1773, had been closely allied with

the Babylonian. Several diplomats and other envoys from Mari had spent much
time at Hammurabi’s court and had sent letters back to Mari, which were found
in the destroyed city, predominantly in the ruined royal palace.19 The letters from
Babylon describe observations made by Mariote envoys to Hammurabi’s court,
but also intelligence gained from members of the court itself, as the sender of one
letter states:

17 In this contribution, the Middle Chronology (MC) is used for calendar dates before 1400 B. C.
The relative chronology of events in Babylonia is rather secure, but the connection to our
calendar is disputed.

18 Corresponance de Šamši-Addu et de ses fils, ed. George Dossin (Archives royales de Mari 1),
Paris 1950, Text 5.

19 On the Mari letters, see Les documents 8pistolaires du palais de Mari, ed. Jean Marie Du-
rand, 3 vols., vol. 1 (Litt8ratures anciennes du Proche Orient 16), Paris 1997; Les documents
8pistolaires du palais de Mari, ed. Jean Marie Durand, 3 vols. , vol. 2 (Litt8ratures anciennes
du Proche Orient 17), Paris 1998; Wolfgang Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari. A New
Translation, with Historical Introduction, Notes, and Commentary (Mesopotamian Civili-
zations 13), Winona Lake 2003; and Jack M. Sasson, From the Mari Archives. An Anthology
of Old Babylonian Letters, Winona Lake 2015.
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“From the servants of Hammu-rabi, I could gain two by giving them […]; every word
spoken in the palace, be it secret or palace matter : they hide nothing from me and
provide me the details.”20

The available sources allow the distinction of four different types of encounter
between the king and foreign envoys of which at least the first three are clearly to
be described as audiences. As already stated above (2.), the sources do not
contain consistent terms for these encounters; the terminology used here is thus
borrowed from more recent periods. The texts describing the situation at Bab-
ylon provided most details, but the situation at other courts of this time was
evidently very similar.

Due to the nature of the extant texts of this period, we only have information
about the meetings of the king and foreign envoys and diplomats. The kings
surely also met some of their own subjects, but the sources do not reveal us
anything about these encounters.

3.1. Meal in front of the king

The first type of encounter is the meal in presence of the king which could include
large amounts of participants of different rank. Such meals were held at a garden,
when a group of allied troops arrived at Babylon,21 or within the palace at dif-
ferent occasions. This obviously was a highly formalized event where social
status was of crucial importance. The event did not necessarily include direct
conversation between the guests and the king. Guests were awarded Robes of
Honour at these occasions. This could cause trouble, as a famous letter from a
Mariote diplomat explains:

“We entered for the meal before Hammurabi. We entered the court of the palace.
Zimri-Addu, myself, and Yarim-Addu, only us three, were robed the usual way, and the
Yamhadeans, who entered with us, were all robed. As he had robed all Yamhadeans and
he has not done it with the secretaries, servants of my lord, I spoke to S%n-bēl-aplim on
their behalf: ‘Why this segregation from your side against us, as if we were the sons of
the sow? We are the servants and the secretaries, and they are what? We are also servants
of a first-rank king! Why do you treat right and left differently?’ So I said forcefully to
S%n-bēl-aplim. So I quarrelled with S%n-bēl-aplim, and the secretaries, servants of my
Lord, were angry and left the court of the palace. Hammurabi was informed about this

20 Archives 8pistolaires de Mari, ed. Dominique Charpin et al. (Archives royales de Mari 26/2),
Paris 1988, no. 381, 5–10; Dominique Charpin, Hammu-rabi de Babylone et Mari: Nouvelle
Sources, Nouvelle Perspectives, in: Johannes Renger (ed.), Babylon: Focus mesopota-
mischer Geschichte, Wiege früher Gelehrsamkeit, Mythos in der Moderne (Colloquien der
Deutschen Orient-Gesellschaft 2), Saarbrücken 1999, 112.

21 Charpin (ed.) 1999, 117.
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affair and later they were robed as usual. When they were robed, T
˙
āb-eli-mātim and S%n-

bēl-aplim made an allegation to me and said to me these words: ‘This is what Ham-
murabi says to you: ‘Since this morning, you are constantly looking for trouble with
me! Are you the one who is responsible for the habits in my palace? I robe as I please and
I don’t robe as I don’t please! I will not robe simple messengers again at the occasion of a
meal!’’ This is what Hammurabi said; my Lord be informed.”22

According to the texts, the robing of the guests occurred at the court of the palace.
Awide range of guests were robed, not only the delegation leaders. The amount of
honoured delegation members was obviously well observed by all participants of
the event. The meal itself was most probably served in the audience hall. At one
occasion, the guests for a meal in front of the king arrived at the palace in the
morning.23 The meal was thus regularly served at noon, a lunch rather than a
dinner. The preparation of the meal was the host’s duty and the quality of food
was of importance. Another Mari letter quotes the complaint of an exiled king
living at Babylon:

“Since I went to Babylon, the messengers of Zimrilim were constantly served pork, fish,
fowl, and pistachios, but nobody cared for me at all ! As I was leaving, they even returned
to me the precious gift of 4 silver goblets […]”24

It was obviously part of the host’s obligation to serve food of good quality, as it is
shown by several texts from Mari dealing with complaints by foreign diplomats
living at Mari.25

Every aspect of such a meal was expression of the participant’s status and thus
strictly regulated and observed by other guests, be it from the same delegation or
from rivalling states. The number of bows was recorded, as was the amount of
food served:

“‘[…] 3 times they bow down, and when they enter for the banquet, they will also bow
down 3 times.’ I said: ‘Bowing down twice is sufficient. But when they sit by me for the
banquet, they should bow down in accordance with the number of dishes I will carry to
them.’”26

22 Durand (ed.) 1997, 596–599, no. 404, 5–38; Charpin (ed.) 1999, 116–117; Sasson 2015, 87.
23 Charpin (ed.) 1999, 114.
24 Charpin et al. (ed.) 1988, no. 384, 68’–70’; Sasson 2015, 88, n. 167. The exiled king was

Išme-Dagan of Ekallatum (and Assur), the brother of Yasmah
˙
-Addu and thus an obvious rival

of Zimrilim, who had ousted (and probably killed) his brother at Mari. The refusal of a
presentation gift was, of course, an insulting gesture.

25 Durand (ed.) 1997, 600–601, no. 407–408, concerning messengers from Elam.
26 Durand (ed.) 1997, 73–74, no. 4; Sasson 2015, 307.
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