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Abstract

This document is a self-contained specification of the basic protocol
for the Internet electronic mail transport. It consolidates, updates
and clarifies, but doesn’t add new or change existing functionality
of the following:

- the original SMTP (Simple Mail Transfer Protocol) specification of
RFC 821 [30],

- domain name system requirements and implications for mail
transport from RFC 1035 [22] and RFC 974 [27],

- the clarifications and applicability statements in RFC 1123 [2],
and

- material drawn from the SMTP Extension mechanisms [19].

It obsoletes RFC 821, RFC 974, and updates RFC 1123 (replaces the
mail transport materials of RFC 1123). However, RFC 821 specifies
some features that were not in significant use in the Internet by the
mid-1990s and (in appendices) some additional transport models.

Those sections are omitted here in the interest of clarity and
brevity; readers needing them should refer to RFC 821.
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It also includes some additional material from RFC 1123 that required
amplification. This material has been identified in multiple ways,
mostly by tracking flaming on various lists and newsgroups and
problems of unusual readings or interpretations that have appeared as
the SMTP extensions have been deployed. Where this specification
moves beyond consolidation and actually differs from earlier
documents, it supersedes them technically as well as textually.

Although SMTP was designed as a mail transport and delivery protocol,
this specification also contains information that is important to its
use as a ‘mail submission’ protocol, as recommended for POP [3, 26]
and IMAP [6]. Additional submission issues are discussed in RFC 2476
[157.

Section 2.3 provides definitions of terms specific to this document.
Except when the historical terminology is necessary for clarity, this
document uses the current ’‘client’ and ’server’ terminology to
identify the sending and receiving SMTP processes, respectively.

A companion document [32] discusses message headers, message bodies
and formats and structures for them, and their relationship.
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1. Introduction

The objective of the Simple Mail Transfer Protocol (SMTP) is to
transfer mail reliably and efficiently.

SMTP is independent of the particular transmission subsystem and
requires only a reliable ordered data stream channel. While this
document specifically discusses transport over TCP, other transports
are possible. Appendices to RFC 821 describe some of them.

An important feature of SMTP is its capability to transport mail
across networks, usually referred to as "SMTP mail relaying" (see
section 3.8). A network consists of the mutually-TCP-accessible
hosts on the public Internet, the mutually-TCP-accessible hosts on a
firewall-isolated TCP/IP Intranet, or hosts in some other LAN or WAN
environment utilizing a non-TCP transport-level protocol. Using
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SMTP, a process can transfer mail to another process on the same
network or to some other network via a relay or gateway process
accessible to both networks.

In this way, a mail message may pass through a number of intermediate
relay or gateway hosts on its path from sender to ultimate recipient.
The Mail eXchanger mechanisms of the domain name system [22, 27] (and
section 5 of this document) are used to identify the appropriate
next-hop destination for a message being transported.

2. The SMTP Model

2.1 Basic Structure

The SMTP design can be pictured as:

R e + T +
—— | | |
| User |<-->| | SMTP | |
R + | Client- |Commands/Replies| Server-
Fomm- - + | SMTP |<------m - > | SMTP | to--- - +
| File |<-->| | and Mail | |<-->| File |
|system| | | | | |system|
e + R e + T + +m-m - +

SMTP client SMTP server

When an SMTP client has a message to transmit, it establishes a two-
way transmission channel to an SMTP server. The responsibility of an
SMTP client is to transfer mail messages to one or more SMTP servers,
or report its failure to do so.

The means by which a mail message is presented to an SMTP client, and
how that client determines the domain name(s) to which mail messages
are to be transferred is a local matter, and is not addressed by this
document. In some cases, the domain name(s) transferred to, or
determined by, an SMTP client will identify the final destination(s)
of the mail message. In other cases, common with SMTP clients
associated with implementations of the POP [3, 26] or IMAP [6]
protocols, or when the SMTP client is inside an isolated transport
service environment, the domain name determined will identify an
intermediate destination through which all mail messages are to be
relayed. SMTP clients that transfer all traffic, regardless of the
target domain names associated with the individual messages, or that
do not maintain queues for retrying message transmissions that
initially cannot be completed, may otherwise conform to this
specification but are not considered fully-capable. Fully-capable
SMTP implementations, including the relays used by these less capable
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