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Like master, like man ?
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1 In  888,  Charles III  died,  the  Carolingian

empire fell  apart2 and several  reguli3 emerged.  Among those,  we find the aristocrat

Rudolph  who  had  been  count,  margrave  and  lay-abbot  of  Saint-Maurice  d’Agaune

during the lifetime of Charles the Fat. Rudolph’s ancestors were Welfs4, and the family

had come to the Transjurane region only some decades before, when the area had been

assigned to Rudolph’s father Conrad by Louis II5. But how did an « outsider » get a royal

crown ? How could someone, who had no Carolingian blood in his veins and who could

not therefore boast direct Carolingian descent claim (royal) legitimacy in 888 ? How did

he increase his legitimacy so that he was accepted and could seek to establish a new

dynasty and to set up a new kingdom6 ? Unsurprisingly, Rudolph I tried to signal that

he aspired to continue the Carolingian tradition7.  He chose a prestigious and deeply

symbolic place for his coronation8, the abbey of Saint-Maurice d’Agaune9. Thanks to the

Merovingian and Carolingian kings, the abbey had a long royal tradition10, and it had

been  entrusted  to  Rudolph  by  Charles  the  Fat.  « Le  choix  d’Agaune  évoque  donc

également la légitimité d’un grand commandement de l’empire,  une aura royale et,

partant  de  là,  une  continuité  carolingienne » writes  François  Demotz  who  has

published – about a hundred years after the last monography dealing with Burgundy11 –

a monumental volume whose title « Bourgogne, dernier des royaumes carolingiens »

toys with the Rudolfian strive for Carolingian continuity12. Rudolph’s effort to inscribe

himself into the Carolingian tradition became even more evident if  we consider his

anointment which took place in all likelihood at Toul, « [au] cœur de la Francia,  (…)

[dans] une zone de forte tradition carolingienne et donc fortement légitimante », as

Demotz put it13.

2 In the year of his coronation(s), on the 10th of June 888, Rudolph I ceded the abbey of

Romainmôtier to his sister Adelheid14.  In this first charter that we possess from his

kingship, the royal seal is announced – manu nostra subter firmavimus et de anuli nostri

inpraessione  sigillari  praecepimus15 –  and  the  original  seal  survived  alongside  the

document. Of course, the seals are also a visual means of communicating legitimacy and

authority. The performance of the rituals of sealing « generated authenticity of a royal

ruler »16.

3 Even if seals in the post-Carolingian time did not have the very strong symbolic value

that they had possessed in the Merovingian period, as Bedos-Rezak stresses17, it is quite

fascinating to look at the seals of the four Burgundian kings18 which « functioned as
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well as a juridical and diplomatic instrument of authentification as well as a mark of

identity »19.

 

Rudolph I’s seal

4 Can Carolingian traditions be identified in Rudolph I’s seal20 ? Even if the way of the

mounting of the seal resembles the West Frankish style21, it is not surprising to see that

the East Frankish seals bear Rudolph’s orientation mark. The East Frankish influence is

apparent and unmistakeable.  Rudolph’s seal  – as the East Frankish ones – is  nearly

round, while the West Frankish ones are oval22.  On Rudolph’s seals – as on the East

Frankish ones – the circumscription « RODVLFVS REX » is located on the same surface

as the seal image, whereas on the West Frankish ones there is a dividing line between

the seal legend and the seal image. Moreover, the circumscription on Rudolph’s – and

on the East Frankish – seals extended from one shoulder of the portrait bust to the

other  shoulder,  whereas  the  circumscription  on  the  West  Frankish  ones  was

circumferential,  starting on the top23.  Furthermore,  in  the West  Frankish seals,  the

legend  includes  a  religious  symbol,  a  Greek  cross,  and  a  formula  of  intercession,

whereas the East Frankish seal legends – as well as Rudolph’s – include only the title

and  the  name,  without  any  territorial  designation.  The  East  Frankish  influence  is

therefore undeniable.  But  which East  Frankish model  did Rudolph I  imitate24 ?  Who

does the seal image, a portrait bust turned to the left in the heraldic sense, remind us

of ? Apparently,  Rudolph’s seal is  inspired by one of Charles the Fat’s seals25,  a seal

which  the  latter  seems  to  have  used  between  the  7th of  July  877  and  the  29th of

December 880, before being crowned emperor. Rudolph’s seal shows a male bust which

is presumably beardless. The hair is short and possibly covered with a laurel wreath

with  flying  ribbons.  Moreover,  the  bust  is  dressed  in  an  antique  garment,  a

paludamentum, held together on the shoulder26.

5 What is remarkable is that Charles’ seal that served as an archetype for Rudolph’s seal

does not correspond to the seal of Charles the Fat27 which inspired the seal of Arnulf of

Carinthia. The latter had replaced Charles the Fat in the East Frankish kingdom in 887

and tried to confine Rudolph I’s influence28. Arnulf and his son, Louis the Child, chose

Charles’  « imperial  versions »  with  the  buckler  and  the  lance29 ;  in  Burgundy,  in

contrast,  these  military  emblems  did  not  appear  on  the  king’s  seal.  Astonishingly,

Zwentibold, Arnulf’s illegitimate son, whom his father would have liked to become king

of Lotharingia and Burgundy, renounced these attributes of a military leader,  too30.

Perhaps the buckler and the lance were seen as references to imperial aspirations, an

objective which the Burgundian kings never pursued31. As François Demotz emphasises,

the  Rudolfian  kingship  is  to  be  considered  in  its  beginnings  as  « une  monarchie

modeste », or as « une monarchie modérée », a moderate and modest kingdom with

greater  resemblance  to a  «  royal  princedom »  than  to  a  « monarchic  kingdom »32 :

There was neither a desire to demonstrate glamour or splendour nor a need to produce

historiographical  sources  in  order  to  disseminate  a  certain  glamorous  image  of

Burgundian kingship. No spectacular secular buildings were constructed in the king’s

name,  and the Burgundian chancellery  was  relatively  modest,  as  the archbishop of

Besançon33 was  rapidly  replaced  with  the  bishop  of  Sitten  and  then  with  a  simple

notary. This unpretentiousness is also reflected in the naming of the royal family. The

Rudolfian kings avoided imperial names like Charles or Judith for their descendants34.
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For  the  first  Burgundian  king,  who  was  fought  initially  by  the  Carolingian  Arnulf,

legitimacy had to be established by stressing the Carolingian tradition, but it had to

occur in an unobtrusive, modest way.

 

Rudolph II’s seal

6 Some rulers – as Louis the German’s son Louis the Younger – maintained the seals of

their  homonymous  fathers35.  Rudolph II,  on  the  other  hand,  did  not.  He  did  not

« recycle » it or if he did so – which we are unable to verify due to a lack of original

charters – he employed another seal, too36.

7 Douet d’Arcq and Stückelberg mistakenly attribute an oval seal,  which appears in a

charter from the 21st of June 932, to the second Rudolfian king37. It is not the seal of

Rudolph II of Burgundy, however, but of Rudolph, the king of the Francia occidentalis,

who ruled at the same time38.

8 Rudolph II  of  Burgundy also managed to be offered the crown of the Regnum Italiae

which he was able to keep for a short period39. He is known to have used a completely

different seal during his reign in the Regnum Italiae40. This seal neither looks like the

one his predecessor and opponent Berengar usually employed41 – in Berengar’s seal the

simplified circumscription goes from shoulder to shoulder and the buckler and the

lance are displayed –, nor does Rudolph II’s seal replicate elements of the seal of Louis

the Blind, who had also ruled over the Regnum Italiae for some years and had even

become emperor42. Rudolph II’s seal depicts a beardless profile bust which is turned to

the left. The hair is cut in a different way and the bust is not wearing a laurel wreath,

but  instead  a  crown,  a  circlet  with  three  lilies.  Instead  of  being  clothed  in  a

paludamentum, the bust is dressed in a garment consisting of squares containing little

rosettes which probably represent a corazza, a cuirass. There is a dividing line between

the  seal  image  and  the  circumferential  legend  which  starts  with  a  Greek  cross

« + RODULFUS GR(ATI)A DEI PIUS REX »43.  The pellets or pearls surrounding the seal

ring bear some resemblance to the globules on the border of Merovingian seals44.

9 The  Burgundian  realm  was  stabilized  during  Rudolph’s II  reign.  His  position  in

Burgundy was uncontested, although it was not advisable for him to compete in the

Regnum Italiae with his rival in « appearing Carolingian ». He was supposed to succumb

due to his inferior lineage. After all, Berengar, Rudolph II’s opponent in the Regnum

Italiae, was a Carolingian through the female line45.  Following Charles the Fat’s  seal

meant stability once for Rudolph I, but, for Rudolph II, « appearing Carolingian » was

tantamount to precariousness. It is likely that Rudolph II and his chancellery therefore

decided to opt for a completely different seal image.

 

Conrad’s seals

10 While the cross and the circumscription « GRATIA DEI PIUS REX » were maintained in

the seals in the Regnum Italiae46, Rudolph’s son Conrad omitted the « PIUS »47. The circumscription

in his seals is known from some of his charters which date from 943, 946 and 94948. The

legend reads « + CHVUONRADUS G(RATI)A D(E)I  REX ».  As for the image,  the seal  is

showing a very tiny beardless profile bust swathed in a paludamentum and turned to the

left. The intaglio that might result from an antique or a medieval gem is surrounded by
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a  huge  frame.  The  round  seal’s  diameter  is  about  41 mm  and  it  is  bordered  by  a

punctured line. The seal differs from the seals used by Conrad’s father and grandfather

as well as from those utilised in these years in the Francia occidentalis and orientalis.

Conrad had spent several years during his childhood at the Ottonian court, and Otto the

Great supported him when he turned to rule in Burgundy at the beginning of the 940s49.

But obviously, Conrad did not imitate the Ottonian seals50 at the beginning of his reign.

What  might  have  been the  motives  for  his  chancellery ?  Which  models  gave  them

inspiration ? One might imagine that the fusion of Upper and Lower Burgundy which

took effectively place under his rule51 might have played a decisive role. It is probably

not a mere coincidence that the first two charters, which we are acquainted with and

which display the seals, concern property in Lower Burgundy. On the 23rd of April 943,

Conrad endowed the villa Bouligneux which was situated in pago Lugdunense,  to the

abbey  of  Cluny52;  whereas  on  the  18th of  May 946 (?)  he  transferred  the  Chapel  of

St Genesius  which belonged to  the  comitatus  Uienensis to  his  chaplain  Ermentheus 53.

Most  likely  the  style  of  the  seal  follows  the  seal  of  Boso  of  Vienne  who had  been

crowned king of Provence in 879 and who had been the first non-Carolingian who had

managed to become king54.

11 Eventually Conrad whose sister Adelheid had married Otto the Great and who had, for

his part, wedded in his second marriage Mathilda, the sister of the West Frankish king,

had another seal at a later date. At least two copies55 made from a charter which was

issued on the 4th of September 967 in favour of the canons of Saint-Étienne (Besançon)

have  the  indication  Sigillum  Chuonradi  regis  pergameno  affixum  cum  sceptro  liligero56 

respectively Et sigillum sigillo affixo impresso uno capite cum sceptro et in circonferentia est

scriptum :  Conradus  rex57. Otto  the Great  changed his  seal  in  962 ;  it  was  inspired by

Byzantium,  and  more  specifically  by  the  Byzantine  imperial  bulls58.  Having  been

crowned emperor Otto the Great or his chancellery effectuated that the ancient type of

effigy was abandoned. The ruler was not represented any longer as a profile bust with a

lance and a  buckler,  but  he appeared in  front  view,  styled en  face  with a  crown,  a

sceptre and a sphere, first without a cross, subsequently ornamented with a cross. The

king’s forearms were almost vertical59. The new seal was replicated : It is known that

Lothar, the king of the West Frankish kingdom, followed the Ottonian example after

966 supplanting the globe with a baton60. It is possible that Conrad imitated Otto’s new

seal ;  remarks in copies which date from the 17th century,  which denote a  sceptre,

suggest  that  he  did.  It  is  also  likely  that  he  also  reduced the  circumscription.  The

mention of the circumscription « + CHVONRADVS REX » is found in a charter issued by

Conrad between 981 and 990 in favour of Saint-André-le-Bas.  Ulysse Chevalier,  who

made a copy in the 19th century from another copy which is now lost61, described the

seal as follows « où il était représenté assis sur son trône, la couronne en tête, tenant de

la droite une épée et de la main gauche une main de justice »62.

 

Rudolph III’s seal

12 Rudolph III who was definitively under the Ottonian influence did imitate the Ottonian

seals63. We have two versions of his seals which differ slightly. The first, which might be

the one of the royal chancellery, is found for example in a charter issued on the 24th of

April 1011 in favour of Rudolph III’s second wife, Irmingard64. The second, which might

be the one of the chancellery of Saint-Maurice d’Agaune, is placed on a charter from
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the  15th of  February  101865,  in  which  Rudolph III  made  a  restitution  of  several

possessions to Saint-Maurice d’Agaune. In both seals the Burgundian king is shown en

face. He has a thin and long face and a beard, and he is wearing a crown with spikes

extending into the circumscription. While the Ottonian king is holding a sceptre and

the orb, the Burgundian king is holding two sceptres66 or a sceptre and a baton67. In the

version of Saint-Maurice which is completely round – while the other one is slightly

oval – the sceptre in the right hand is more perpendicular than in the version of the

royal chancellery, whereas the sceptre in the left hand is more inclined68.

13 However, both seals whose circumscription was « + RODVLFVS PIVS REX » remind of

the one of Robert69 in the Francia occidentalis70.

 

Conclusion

14 Undoubtedly, seal images are of importance for getting an idea of how the kings sought

legitimation and for  shedding light  on which image of  royal  power they wished to

achieve. The particular nature of this power as well as important stages of the kingship

might be revealed by the sigillographic symbolism. Even if the kings did not themselves

participate in shaping the iconography or if their environment was for the most part

responsible for the choice of the programmatic elements, it is certainly no coincidence

that the four seals that we know in case of the four Burgundian kings were dissimilar in

size,  shape  and  the  use  of  props  and  symbols,  whereas  in  the  Francia  orientalis  or 

occidentalis, when the reign was passed from the father to the son, the style of the seal

was often maintained. While the Francia orientalis or occidentalis had persisted with little

modifications since 843, a new kingship had to be formed in Burgundy. A new « ruling

class » respectively a new elite had to be configured, and a territory had to be shaped.

Rudolph I’s seal attests the wish and the need to join the Carolingian line, to continue

and  to  incarnate  the  Carolingian  tradition  for  securing  legitimation  and  gaining

recognition. Rudolph II, whose Burgundian reign was stabilized, expanded his radius

and even became king of the Regnum Italiae for a short period. His son Conrad managed

to merge the kingdom of Upper Burgundy and the kingdom of Provence and had a

predilection  for  Vienne,  the  centre  of  the  kingdom  of  Provence.  Conrad  oriented

himself to the local traditions whereas Rudolph III’s position was enfeebled due to the

lack of male heirs and slanted towards the Ottonians – their influence is undeniable in

his seals. The facets of Burgundy were manifold and multidimensional and the features

changed over the years, as did the seals. The Burgundians never copied someone else’s

style completely, neither at the beginnings the style of the Carolingians, nor at the end

the one of the Ottonians. It was less an imitation than an emulation. We are reminded

of the bee-metaphor that is used by Seneca and in his succession by Petrarch according

to  which  a  bee  collects  honey  from  different  flowers  in  order  to  transform  each

individual part into a whole : « in inventiveness one must imitate the bees, who do not

make an offering of flowers just as they have found them, but through a wondrous

blending produce wax and honey »71. We may hope that in the future these fascinating

Burgundian  wax  seals  will  attract  and  lure  many  researchers  like  the  flavoursome

honey. This article was intended to give a taste, to offer a glance into the Burgundian

strategies for gaining recognition and to sketch the rough outlines.

 

The Burgundian « visage ». Seals between tradition and innovation

Bulletin du centre d’études médiévales d’Auxerre | BUCEMA, 21.2 | 2017

6



Fig. 1 – Rudolph I

Figure according to M. DALAS, Corpus des sceaux français du Moyen Âge, t. 2 (Les sceaux des rois et de
régence), Paris, 1991 [St 8037].

 
Fig. 2 – Charles III

Figure according to M. DALAS, Corpus des sceaux…, op. cit. [St 7982] ; cf. O. POSSE, Die Siegel der deutschen
Kaiser und Könige von 751 bis 1806, t. 1 (751-1347. Von Pippin bis Ludwig den Bayern), Dresden, 1909,
table 3, fig. 5 (https://de.wikisource.org/wiki/
Die_Siegel_der_deutschen_Kaiser_und_K%C3%B6nige_Band_1/Tafel_3 [1-05-2017]).
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Fig. 3 – Charles III

Figure according to M. DALAS, Corpus des sceaux…, op. cit. [St 7818] ; cf. O. POSSE, Die Siegel…, op. cit., t. 1,
table 3, fig. 7 and 8 (https://de.wikisource.org/wiki/
Die_Siegel_der_deutschen_Kaiser_und_K%C3%B6nige_Band_1/Tafel_3 [1-05-2017]).

 
Fig. 4 – Arnulf

Figure according to O. POSSE, Die Siegel…, op. cit., t. 1, table 4, fig. 8 (https://de.wikisource.org/wiki/
Die_Siegel_der_deutschen_Kaiser_und_K%C3%B6nige_Band_1/Tafel_4 [1-05-2017]).
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Fig. 5 – Rudolph II

Figure according to E. A. STÜCKELBERG, Denkmäler des Königreichs Hochburgund, vornehmlich in der
Westschweiz (888-1032), Zurich, 1925, table 5, fig. 1a and 1b.

 
Fig. 6 – Conrad

Figure according to M. DALAS, Corpus des sceaux…, op. cit. [B 5].
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Fig. 7 – Otto I

Figure according to O. POSSE, Die Siegel…, op. cit., t. 1, table 7, fig. 6 (https://de.wikisource.org/wiki/
Die_Siegel_der_deutschen_Kaiser_und_K%C3%B6nige_Band_1/Tafel_7#/media/
File:Posse_Band_1_b_0041.jpg [15-11-2017]) ; cf. ibid., t. 1, table 7, fig. 5 and fig. 7.
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Fig. 8 – Rudolph III

Figure according to M. DALAS, Corpus des sceaux…, op. cit. [St 7890] ; cf. E. A. STÜCKELBERG, Denkmäler des
Königreichs Hochburgund…, op. cit., table 5, fig. 4 and fig. 5.
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NOTES
1.  I would like to thank Victoria Barnes and Carla Teresa Roth for the corrections of my English

text.

2.  S. MACLEAN,  Kingship  and  Politics  in  the  Late  Ninth  Century.  Charles  the  Fat  and  the  End  of  the

Carolingian Empire, Cambridge, 2003.

3.  Annales Fuldenses cont. Ratisb., ed. F. KURZE, MGH SS rer. Germ., 7, Hanover, 1891, a. 888, p. 116.

4.  B. SCHNEIDMÜLLER, Die Welfen. Herrschaft und Erinnerung (819-1252), Stuttgart, ²2014, esp. chap. 2

« Wege in die Geschichte : Die Welfen im karolingischen Frankenreich (819-886) », p. 40-72 ; for
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ABSTRACTS
Les grandes étapes de l’histoire du royaume de Bourgogne ainsi que les transformations que ce

royaume subit pendant près de cent vingt ans se reflètent dans plusieurs sources, notamment

dans les sceaux.  Ces derniers permettent,  en autres,  d’en comprendre l’orientation politique.

C’est le cas, par exemple, de Rodolphe Ier qui tient énormément à s’inscrire dans la continuité des
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Carolingiens  de  la  Francia  orientalis  pour renforcer  sa  légitimité  et  consolider  son règne.  Par

ailleurs,  de  nombreuses  évolutions  se  lisent  dans  les  sceaux,  oscillants  entre  traditions  et

innovations, comme lorsque Rodolphe II tente d’agrandir le royaume en focalisant son attention

sur la Souabe et sur le regnum Italiae, puis lors de la fusion de la Transjurane et du royaume de

Provence  sous  Conrad  et,  enfin,  au  moment  où  les  Ottoniens  étendent  leur  emprise  sur

Rodolphe III.
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