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a new gold seal of alexios I komnenos  
from The upper castle at Attimis (udine, italy)*

by Maurizio Buora and John Nesbitt

The recent excavations (1998-2009)

At Attimis, a village situated to the northeast of Udine, close to the border of Italy 
and Slovenia (fig. 1), there stand two castles at a distance of 160 meters from each other. 
The upper one is at 411 meters above sea level (fig. 2) and the lower one is at a height of 
380 meters above sea level. Only small ruins remain of each structure.

The first mention of the castle of Attimis

The marquisate of Attimis is mentioned in a document written in the year 1105 by 
Patriarch John of Aquileia. On 8th November 1106 Berthold of Moosburg, counter-
archbishop of Salzburg (1085-1106), gave the castle of Attimis to his niece Matilde and 
her husband Conrad. This development occurred during the Investiture Controversy, a 
struggle between Emperor and Pope.

The story of Berthold is typical of that tormented period. At barely 25 years of age 
Berthold was appointed by the Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV (1084-1105), whose 
follower he remained, to the episcopal throne of Salzburg as counter-archbishop. This was 
the result of the following circumstance: the bishop then in office, Gebhard of Helfenstein 
(1060-1088), had joined at the Council of Quedlinburg (1085) all the followers of 
the recently deceased Pope Gregory VII (1073-1085) in calling for the banishment of 
Henry IV, who in turn was a supporter of the counter-pope Clement III (1085-1100). 
Clement, nominated by Emperor Henry, obtained recognition of his papal title only 
within territories directly controlled by the emperor.

When in 1086 Bavaria and Swabia under Archduke Welf (died in 1101) rose against 
Emperor Henry, Berthold had to flee and Archbishop Gebhard re-entered Salzburg. 
After the death of Gebhard in 1088, Berthold again took possession of Salzburg, this 
time until 1090. On 25th April of that year, the Benedictine Thiemo was elected bishop 

*  Prof. Cécile Morrisson has long been interested in gold Byzantine seals and it is with great 
pleasure that Dr. Buora and I add a new specimen to her list of such objects. We are pleased to make 
this new gold seal known because it is a rare example of an excavated specimen and in addition the 
obverse is of exceptional quality.
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Fig. 1 – Localisation of the site of Attimis.

Fig. 2 – View of the upper castle of Attimis.
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of Salzburg; he received the pallium from Pope Urban II (1088-1099). In 1097 Berthold 
won the battle of Saaldorf and was once again proclaimed archbishop. Thiemo was put 
in prison for many years until a monk helped him to escape. Later the same Thiemo 
took part in the Crusade of 1101 and according to tradition suffered martyrdom in 1101 
near Khorosan (Turkey) or at Ascalon in 1102, in the course of which his intestines were 
torn from his body. Nonetheless he was never proclaimed a saint, although his memory 
is revered in Salzburg.

In 1106, however, Berthold was chased out of Salzburg by the forces of Conrad of 
Abensberg. Conrad, educated at the court of Henry IV was chaplain to the court and 
canon at Hildesheim. On 7th January 1106 Emperor Henry V nominated him archbishop 
of Salzburg, where the counter-archbishop Berthold of Moosburg was still in place. 
Thanks to the support of his older brothers, Otto and Wolfram, Conrad (who would 
become Conrad I) was able to force Berthold to resign. On 21st October Pope Pascal II 
(1099-1118) nominated him archbishop and bestowed on him the pallium.

The father of Berthold, Burkhard of Moosburg, belonged to a noble family of Carinthia 
and from 1093 to 1101 was marquis of Istria and advocatus of the church of Aquileia 
(1101). The following year Matilde’s husband, Conrad (from Attimis or Attems), was 
active as advocatus of the church of Aquileia in Cividale del Friuli. Evidently Conrad came 
to inherit or acquire not only the property but also the offices of his wife's family.

Events at the castle

The castle therefore, existed at least from the end of the 11th century and was probably 
abandoned, like others on the eastern flank of the region, in the 15th century—that is, 
when the Patriarchate of Aquileia, to which they belonged, become part of the Republic 
of Venice. Already in 1380 the family that maintained the property had moved to Udine, 
although there may have remained here, perhaps only occasionally, a few family members 
until 1511, when a disastrous earthquake ruined many castles and other properties in 
Friuli.

Until the 1970s the remains of the castle thus became progressively covered with 
vegetation and earth until, in 1973/1974, the proprietress had all the area cleared. She 
than decided to remove the upper layers of earth which until than had protected the 
site, to reinforce certain walls, substituting modern cement for the original mortar, and 
constructing others ex novo. Many materials dating from the mid-thirteen century to 
the early years of the fifteenth were at this time recovered here. At the end of the 1990s 
it was entrusted to the Società friuliana di archeologia, which carried out a campaign of 
excavations in collaboration with the Civici Musei of Udine, that continues until today. 
These have allowed excavators to gain a better knowledge of the plan of the complex 
and phases of construction. So far there have been recognised two phases: a later phase 
with walls constructed in stone, which probably replaced here, as in almost all the Friuli 
castles, earlier constructions in wood. This occurred during the course of the thirteenth 
century.

The moment of its greatest flourishing proves to be the 14th century, but, in digging 
deeper trenches, there were recovered materials from the thirteenth and the twelfth 
century. What has proved particularly interesting is Wing A (fig. 3) where since 1999 work 
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has gone far beyond the level existing before the 
first excavations. Since this first campaign there 
have been brought to the surface iron objects 
and crossbow points. This has generated the 
notion that here perhaps, at least temporarily, 
there was an area for the repair of tools/arms. It 
has been noted that the external wall had been 
reconstructed, evidently because the slope here 
is very steep. In the room below there have also 
been found fragments of Hispanic-Moorish 
ceramics.

In Wing D there were two basements with 
pillars over which lay a wooden roof, perhaps 
also supported by poles, the post-holes of which 
have come to light. Or perhaps these were the 
poles supporting the upper floor. Here much 
work was undertaken to reduce the steepness 
of the slope (towards the north with a drop of 
3.10m). In this process, perhaps as a result of 
later constructions or earthquakes or wartime 
events there were found not only pieces of 
dressed stones but also numerous ceramics (now 
being studied).

The shapes of the ceramic finds suggest a date 
in the late twelfth century and the beginning of 
the thirteenth.

At various levels of occupation were found also many fireplaces, a sign that this space 
had been inhabited. In 1998 there came to light a Friesacher Pfennig coin of Eberhard I 
(1147-1164). Then in 2003 was found a cup-shaped Venetian coin of Sebastiano Ziani 
(1172-1178) and another of Orio Malipiero (1178-1192), together with a small thirteenth 
century coin from Padova. From the same Wing came fragments of glass, metal and 
ceramics, among which stood out a piece of archaic Majolica of the mid-fourteenth 
century.

The seal of Alexios I Komnenos

In the course of the summer campaign of 2008 there came to light in Wing A the 
rough cover of a drain which ran towards the exterior, where a basin had been constructed 
on the inside of the sustaining wall on this side of the castle. This was discovered in 
2006; it was destined perhaps to collect the organic and liquid waste of the inhabited 
portion. It is guessed that through this drain there also ran water used in the working of 
iron, which must have taken place here. Inside this drain, in the course of cleaning, were 
found metallic and ceramic fragments. Among these, partly reconstructible were pieces of 
a jar in rough pottery with external decorations of a form datable to the twelfth century. 
Among these stood out the seal of Alexios I Komnenos, perhaps thrown out when it 

Fig. 3 – Map of the upper castle of 
Attimis.
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become separated from the vellum to which it had been attached. Its whitish appearance 
cannot have aroused suspicion that it was made of precious material.

Maurizio Buora1
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A gold seal of Alexios I Komnenos from Attimis castle (Udine)

During recent excavations in northeast Italy a gold seal of the Byzantine emperor 
Alexios I Komnenos (1081–1118) was found at Attimis castle. A description of the 
object follows:

Diameter: 23–25mm
Weight: 8.45g
Obverse: A nimbate Christ, with 
short beard, wearing a tunic and 
kolobion, seated upon a throne 
with square back. He holds a Gospel 
book in the left hand. Each arm of 
his cross nimbus is decorated with 
a pellet. His feet rest on a dais. In 
the field, at left and right, the usual 
sigla: 6I6C—6X6C.
Reverse: Emperor Alexios I Komnenos standing to front. He wears a crown with pendilia (a single 
strand on either side). Specifics of dress are obscure. He holds a labarum in the right hand and a 
globus cruciger in the left hand. He is identified by a circular inscription, beginning on the left at 
7 o’clock. It commences with a cross and then continues in the dative case with six letters spelling 
out the name “Alexiô”. After the name appears a delta, the first letter in his title. The lettering 
ends and then reappears at 12:30 with the continuation of his title and specification of his family 
name (all in the dative case): pi, omicron, double tau, omega, kappa, omicron: δ(εσ)πότ(ῃ) τῷ 
Κο(μνηνῷ).

Commentary: Philip Grierson has published from the Dumbarton Oaks collection a 
gold seal of Alexios I Komnenos of approximately the same weight (8.38g), fabric (base 
gold), and design. Like the specimen from Attimis castle, the obverse is decorated with 
an enthroned Christ holding a Gospel book in the left hand. The emperor appears on the 
reverse full length, holding a labarum in the right hand and a globus cruciger in the left 
hand. The main difference is that on the Dumbarton Oaks seal the emperor’s name and 
title are, for the most part, written out in full. See P. Grierson, Byzantine gold bullae, 
with a catalogue of those at Dumbarton Oaks, DOP 20, 1966, p. 251, no. 7.1

The gold seal from Attimis castle can only be assigned a general date: 1081–1118.

John Nesbitt

1.  Grierson, footnote 62, observes that three similar gold seals are published in Actes de Lavra. 1, 
(897-1178), éd. diplomatique et critique par G. Rouillard and P. Collomp (Archives de l’Athos 1), 
Paris 1937, pl. XXX, nos. 2, 5, and 6. Two are reproduced in an enlarged format in F. Dölger, Aus 
den Schatzkammern des Heiligen Berges, München 1948, pl. 116, nos. 2 and 3. For readers interested in 
comparing our gold seal with lead seals of Alexios Komnenos, we note that an extensive group of lead 
seals of this emperor may be found in the recently published Catalogue of Byzantine seals at Dumbarton 
Oaks and in the Fogg Museum of Art. 6, Emperors, patriarchs of Constantinople, addenda, ed. by J. Nesbitt 
with the assistance of C. Morrisson, Washington DC 2009, nos. 88.1-38.

Fig. 4 – The gold seal of Alexios I Komnenos.
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