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Introduction

Understanding Carolingian politics in the ninth century is impossible without a consideration of the aristocracy. The Carolingian dynasty itself was a noble family that had risen to prominence in the eighth century and woven around itself a fabric of royal mythology. Carolingian rule could quite comfortably be characterised as an exercise in the legitimation of the family’s pre-eminence. The most pressing concern for any Carolingian king or emperor remained the cultivation of noble obligation.

And yet we also know that Carolingian kingship could mean a lot more. Politics in the ninth century did not just amount to a deftly maintained balance of interests and personalities, even if it did ultimately depend upon it. Carolingian rule was also an exercise in cultural renewal and revival: the reform of the Church, the cultivation of learning, the writing of history, patronage of the arts, and the formation of an identity were all important functions performed by the Frankish kings of this period. Carolingian political life, aside from being something necessary for the defence of one’s interests, was endowed with meaning: it gave its participants a genuine sense of spiritual satisfaction and cultural affinity. The fashioning of such an appeal required political imagination, a vision of royal and imperial government that could be shared with the aristocracy and thereby supplement noble obligation. Indeed, these two concepts – noble obligation and political imagination – are therefore inextricably linked. In practice it would be impossible to delineate them perfectly; but to separate them at least partially has proven a useful approach to the problems discussed in this dissertation. 

The argument advanced in what follows cannot hope to address itself to every aspect of ninth-century Carolingian politics. Instead, it focuses primarily on the reign of Louis the Pious and its consequences. It would be possible arbitrarily to delimit this enquiry to the years 814-840 (or even 814-843 to include the civil war). But it has actually proven useful to examine the period of Louis’s rule in comparison with the rest of the century. There are good reasons why the research undertaken for this project eventually settled on Louis’s reign for its primary focus. It was a period dominated both by frequent dissent among the aristocracy and by the strong imperial vision of a ruler: problems concerning noble obligation and political imagination emerged perhaps more clearly than at any other point in the century. Moreover, there is a large body of source material to draw upon that addresses these issues. A good deal of attention will be paid in what follows to works of political theory, primarily Jonas of Orleans’s De Institutione Regia, Hincmar of Rheims’s De Ordine Palatii and Sedulius Scottus’s De Rectoribus Christianis. A key text to be added to this list is the Liber Manualis of Dhuoda – not ostensibly a political work, but one whose consideration as such I will argue is vital for understanding its significance. Although written for her son, William (then living as a hostage at the court of Charles the Bald), the text demonstrates an acute awareness of contemporary political ideas at the same time as it offers practical advice to its intended recipient. More clearly than any of our other sources, it demonstrates how the intersection of noble obligation and political imagination occurred in this period. The insights it affords are sufficiently important for it to be used as a preliminary avenue into our inquiry; the first chapter opens with an analysis of the work.
Taking its lead from Dhuoda, this dissertation will then seek to compare the other works of political theory mentioned above to the everyday political concerns of the reign of Louis the Pious. It will attempt to bridge some of the gaps between these ideological tracts and our narrative sources and in doing so will seek to make more of the kind of observation that an analysis of Dhuoda’s text makes possible. It will therefore include discussion of the annalistic sources – the Royal Frankish Annals, the Annals of St. Bertin and the Annals of Fulda – and an examination of the biographical and historical sources available – the works of the Astronomer, Thegan, Ermold the Black and Nithard. This will be supplemented with a consideration of other relevant sources, including capitularies and polemical tracts. Observations from the charter evidence, although not directly discussed here, will also be incorporated where relevant.

As the dissertation progresses certain recurrent themes will begin to emerge which will be drawn together into a more coherent analysis in the second chapter. It will be demonstrated that Louis’s problems in maintaining noble obligation were fundamentally linked to his attempts to implement and share the vision of his political imagination. Once we have established this explanatory model, it will be employed to analyse some revealing episodes in Carolingian politics in these years and to assess their possible consequences. Our concluding remarks will then seek to situate the preceding analysis in the context of the entire ninth century and suggest ways in which it could be applied more broadly, both historically and historiographically.

Chapter I: Paternal authority and the politics of court morality
Dhuoda’s Liber Manualis
Dhuoda’s handbook for her son William, written during the civil war of 840-843, is perhaps the best single source we have for understanding the ninth-century aristocracy. Aside from the bare facts that can be harvested from it (particularly concerning the career of Dhuoda’s husband, Bernard of Septimania), it is invaluable as an exposition of the perspectives of the Carolingian ruling nobility. So many of our sources concerning the aristocracy have their origins in government and, as such, their content has been shaped by royal purposes. Dhuoda’s text, by contrast, is a private undertaking that helps us to understand not only how Carolingian political and religious ideas were projected by the ruling dynasty but, more importantly, how they were received.

The Liber Manualis has attracted the attention of many social historians because of the details it provides on life among the elites and, above all, on the role of women. The overwhelming impression one receives when reading Dhuoda’s work and the literature concerning it is its emphasis on patrimony. In the third chapter on secular success, Dhuoda implores her son to obey his father first and foremost – ahead of priests, lords and even kings:


‘In the human understanding of things, royal and imperial appearance and power seem preeminent in the world, and the custom of men is to account those men’s actions and their names ahead of all others… But despite all this… I caution you to render first to him whose son you are special, faithful, steadfast loyalty as long as you shall live.’

Such a passage can easily be added to the abundance of evidence for the significance of family interests for the maintenance of noble obligation among the ninth-century aristocracy. This certainly suits those historians who have advocated the importance of a prosopographical approach to Carolingian politics
 and even more so the purposes of those who see in the Carolingian aristocracy the germ of the high medieval French nobility, who jealously guarded their claims to noble blood.
 More recent scholarship, however, has tended to reinterpret the importance of family connection in Carolingian politics as one of many important considerations.
 Dhuoda’s text needs to be reconsidered in the light of this.

Undeniably, patrimony is a concept at the heart of what Dhuoda wishes to impart to her son; but its significance cannot be so easily compartmentalised. Aside from its importance for her own family and for other families in the Carolingian elite, this message has a potentially much broader, ideological resonance – and it is a resonance of which Dhuoda appears to be aware. A vital question will therefore concern the likely and intended audience of the manual. In her first chapter, Dhuoda addresses herself to her son, but also ‘to those whom you may offer this little book for perusal’.
 This is significant given that William resided at the court of Charles the Bald, whose members appear to have had a mature literary culture.

Furthermore, in her prologue Dhuoda self-consciously situates her work in the genre of the specula principium with an extended pun on the idea of the mirror. Aside from this, it is easy to see that the didactic content of the piece qualifies it for membership of this genre, not to mention the numerous borrowings she makes from other such texts, such as those of Jonas of Orleans. These texts all sought to give advice to their readers, holding up ‘mirrors’ to their souls. It is fairly typical for other such works formally to address only one person (Jonas addresses his to Matfrid, count of Orleans, and Pippin of Aquitaine, for instance) even if the readership is intended to be wider. And we should not assume that simply because Dhuoda is lay and a woman that her work was less ambitious than her male, clerical counter-parts.
 Although she prefaces and punctuates the text with reminders of her womanly limits, this is precisely because she wishes to justify what might have been considered an audacious project for a woman.
 In this way it suits her purposes very well that she ostensibly writes as a mother: by carving out this maternal niche for her authorship, she cannily creates a vehicle for its broader acceptance. 

It is also worth considering the nature of the literate community in which she was acting. As a result of the work of McKitterick and a host of scholars thereafter, it is now possible to speak of a creative and interactive literate audience among the Carolingian elite and to read the work of Carolingian writers as self-consciously addressing itself to this group.
 As a part of this community, she was an author who possessed both an awareness of the ideological and practical nuances of the contemporary political situation (she was, after all, the wife of a key public figure) and an awareness of the likelihood that political connotations could be drawn from her work.

We should not, therefore, be surprised that her message about paternal authority has strong political resonances. In suggesting that loyalty to the father should supersede loyalty to kings, she also directly addresses the dilemma faced by Carolingian nobles over the past decade or so: whether or not the place of the father (that is to say, Louis the Pious) and his arrangements for the realm should be respected above the ambitions or claims of a sub-king (that is to say, his sons). Indeed, she acknowledges the recent turmoil in her preface and hints at it again in her third chapter. Her choice of supporting biblical allusion is particularly telling. She refers (amongst other things) to the terrible consequences of Absalom’s rebellion against his father, David.
 Given the Carolingian propensity for comparing their kings with those of the Old Testament, it would appear that Dhuoda is offering far more than advice for just her own son here.
 She presents and analyses patrimony, a concept familiar and amenable to noble ears, as an overarching approach to political problems: she appears to have had, therefore, a strong political imagination. 

But there is one more possible dimension to the origins and appeal of Dhuoda’s emphasis on patrimony. At the time of the writing of her manual, Louis the Pious, the most senior father figure of the realm, had recently died. For years, his presence – and the attendant duties to his paternal rights – had complicated Carolingian politics, since his reign generated a number of political controversies. As we shall see, the case against Louis had been mounted on a number of grounds: the immorality of the court; the alteration of the arrangements for the succession; the disapproval of a number of bishops and (on one occasion) the Pope; as well as a host of other more private grievances. On only one footing did Louis find himself completely secure – and that was as a father to whom obedience was due. For Dhuoda to have stressed paternal prerogative at such a time would thus have left a number of other questions unresolved. Without Louis and the charges against him, however, Dhuoda’s case could be much less complicated and controversial. Ironically, it was precisely the lack of a large-looming father figure that made Dhuoda’s emphasis on paternal authority possible. This speaks volumes about a significant cause of the political crises of Louis reign – and it will turn out to be a recurrent theme in what follows: the frequent incompatibility of an emphasis on paternal authority with contemporary political challenges. It is the origins of this political turmoil with which we shall be concerned in this dissertation.

Jonas of Orleans’s De Institutione Regia 
Venturing back into the sources for the reign of Louis the Pious, these difficulties become even more evident – and they are first obvious in works of political theory. Jonas of Orleans’s De Institutione Regia was written for Pippin of Aquitaine in c.831, shortly after disloyal magnates had been successful in persuading Pippin to rebel against his father. The text is typical of the ‘mirrors of princes’ genre, full of scriptural and patristic quotations and highly biblically allusive. Once again, the significance of the father figure is evident. In the prefatory letter, and after quoting the Decalogue, Jonas admonishes Pippin to be loyal to his father: ‘… whoever honours his father honours God, Who is the Father of all; and… whoever dishonours his father beyond doubt inflicts an injury upon God’.
 He additionally warns that the realm will be ruined by the disloyalty of its leading sons. 

What is more intriguing, however, is that the theme of paternal authority fades from Jonas’s attention in the rest of the work. His emphasis shifts: the ruler must ‘purify himself and his own household of unworthy deeds’, he must ‘have as his counsellors men of mature years who are wise and sober’, he must rule ‘with equity and justice’, he ‘ought to make the cause of the poor his personal concern’.
 Jonas also seems to disavow the idea that patrimony automatically confers authority in chapter VII: ‘No king governs his kingdom by virtue of succession from his forefathers. Rather, he must truly and humbly believe that it has been given to him by God…’
 This assertion is predictably supported with citations from Romans 13.

Moreover, Jonas seems to imply that the king’s office is subject to supervision by the priesthood. In chapter I he quotes Pope Gelasius:

‘There are indeed two principalities, August Emperor, by which this world is ruled: the consecrated authority of the bishops and the power of kings; but the burden borne by the priests is heavier, in that it is they who are to render an account even of kings of men at the divine tribunal’.
 

Now, as de Jong has reminded us, we should be wary of reading the same kind of incendiary implications into this use of Gelasius as we would for the eleventh century.
 Jonas does not here advance an argument for the right of priests to depose the king if he failed to execute his duties and put church and realm in danger. In the first half of the ninth century, bishops considered themselves to have sacerdotal auctoritas only over the person of the king, not jurisdiction over his office, which was God’s to supervise.
 Indeed, it was not until Hincmar of Rheims later developed a highly juridical vision of kingship, in which the king would be bound by oaths contained in the ordines of his inauguration, that such a level of episcopal supervision could even be hinted at.
 But this does not mean that we can discount the significance of the passage: Jonas left it in for a reason. To consider the origins and implications of its inclusion, we should reflect upon the composition of the text. 

Derisory scholarly attitudes to Carolingian political thought (and, indeed, to Carolingian culture more broadly) see the way these works were produced as evidence of an immature political theory – a mish-mash of old material, with scant analysis or depth to it. At first glance, this judgment could be extended to Jonas’s work. It was based largely upon the acts of the Council of Paris (829) and its later sections draw very heavily on an earlier work, De Institutione Laicali, written for Matfrid of Orleans. And even this material relied on extensive quotations. Only the short prefatory letter, followed by a ‘rather undistinguished little poem’ (in the words of its translator), is original.
 But this view overlooks a subtlety in Carolingian politics and in the text itself. Particularly in the ninth century, deliberation at political assemblies (such as the Council of Paris) was a central aspect of the production of legislation.
 Moreover, that the written word was considered a vital source of consistency and reliability in the Carolingian world meant that it was perceived to be a virtue that so little about agreed texts changed.
 In Carolingian political tracts, this habit of extensive citation, as well as enhancing the authority of the work, created the impression of a pleasing sinuosity with law, assembly politics and the royal will.

However, the requirement that a text fulfil these expectations could also bind the hands of its author. As a loyal subject of Louis the Pious, Jonas did not wish to lend ammunition to the Emperor’s potential opponents (least of all his sons). But he could hardly renege on that which had already been agreed at Paris and he had already written. Instead, he reproduced it as faithfully as possible and included preliminary instructions to his reader about how it should be interpreted. Conveniently, Jonas is not precise as to how the early emphasis on paternal authority can be reconciled with the main contents of the tract. But the message is clear in the preface: this text must not be taken as a case against Louis the Pious, no matter what it might at some stages look like. The problem for Jonas remained that there was a potential conflict here. Consequently, and in stark contrast to Dhuoda, he keeps references to the rights of a father confined to a short section of the preface. Here, then, is another variation on our theme: the demand for consistency produced its own dilemmas. During the reign of Louis the Pious, it seems it was not easy to square the ideological circle.

Ninth-century specula principium

In order to explain the difficulties that Jonas encountered we will now consider his remarks in their broader intellectual context and consider how these theoretical concerns related to the crises of Louis’s reign. An element of central importance for Carolingian political ideology was the personal morality of the ruler, something which Jonas mentions early in his text. In book III he asks, ‘what kind of correction could [the king] administer to others if he did not correct such faults as there were in his own character?’
 Echoes of this view are to be found in other mirrors of princes from later in the ninth century. In the De Ordine Palatii Hincmar of Rheims asks precisely the same question (‘How can he who does not correct his own morals be able to correct others when they are wicked?’) and in the De Rectoribus Christianis Sedulius Scottus states almost at the outset that ‘he whom divine will has ordained to rule others must first rule himself’.
 Stuart Airlie has shown the potentially powerful political purchase these concerns could have with reference to the divorce case of Lothar II, which raised serious questions about kingly self-control.
 During the reign of Louis the Pious, however, it was not the king’s personal morality that was the cause for concern. Louis’s voluntary act of penance in 822 had prompted comparisons with the humility of Theodosius and seems likely to have increased his authority; likewise, his concern for monastic affairs was palpable and genuine.
 

Rather, it was the immorality of Louis’s court that attracted criticism. The significance of this cannot be overlooked: not only was the court the nearest zone of the king’s influence, thus making it a litmus test of his proper rule, it was also seen as a microcosm of the realm, a heart from which bad influences might bleed out into the empire. As well as being a political centre, the court gained a reputation as a focal point of learning and moral improvement so that office holders would learn how to govern properly on the king’s behalf.
 Thus, the next topic of discussion after the personal morality of the king in the works of Jonas, Hincmar and Sedulius is the importance of moral discipline at court and the necessity of appointing good advisers and subordinates. Jonas implores him to ‘pay no attention to the superstitions of magicians and fortune-tellers and oracles’.
 Hincmar advises that he ‘ought to appoint such counts and, under them, judges, who hate greed and love justice’.
 Likewise, Sedulius avers that ‘a just prince must not only rule himself… but he must also direct others more closely related to him, namely, his wife, his children, and his household with prudent care and familial attention’.
 

In all this, the figure of the Queen was a particular focus. This is most evident in Sedulius’s text, written at a time when Lothar II’s wife, Theutberga, had come under intense scrutiny. But it is also to be found in Hincmar’s De Ordine Palatii, which he claimed accurately described the court at the time of Louis the Pious based on his reading of a similar (and now lost) text by Adalhard of Corbie.
 Historians have differed over the precise reliability of Hincmar’s text as a source, since its aims appear to have been more normative than descriptive.
 However, McKitterick has noted remarkable similarities between its features and those of the Capitulare de villis, suggesting that Hincmar’s text can even be useful for an analysis of Charlemagne’s court.
 There thus seems no strong reason to doubt that Hincmar’s text can also be used to analyse the conditions of Louis’s court. It is therefore particularly significant that in his account the Queen has an important role in ‘the good management of the palace, and especially the royal dignity’.
 Accusations against the personal morality of those at the royal court – and particularly the queen – therefore had the potential to be crippling for a king.

The revolt of 830: the politics of court morality
In 830 it was precisely this kind of criticism that was levelled at Louis’s court. In particular, it was Louis’s newly-appointed chamberlain, Bernard of Septimania, who had come under attack. The origins of the disquiet are attributed in the sources to Matfrid, count of Orleans, and Hugh of Tours; but it was not long before the opposition to Bernard had spread. By spring Louis’s sons had become involved, notably including Pippin of Aquitaine, for whom Jonas was writing in c.831. Bernard found himself the focus of allegations of sorcery and, most crucially, adultery with the Empress Judith. Together they were accused of plotting to overthrow Louis. The Astronomer, Thegan and the Annales Regni Francorum all record the circulation of these rumours, which were taken very seriously by contemporaries.
 

Indeed, they form a crucial element of Paschasius Radbertus’s defence of Wala of Corbie’s involvement in the opposition movement, the Epitaphium Arsenii. In this text, steeped in biblical and classical allusion, Wala (pseudonymously referred to as the early monk ‘Arsenius’) is portrayed as a principled churchman whose dearest values are offended by the events of 829-830.
 To Wala’s ears the accusations of adultery were ‘infamous and obscene, shameful and foul reports’, predicating his judgment that government at court had become decrepit: ‘the highest ones were driven away, outstanding ones were hurled down. Wanton ones were assembled, the vainest were honoured, scoundrels were introduced’.
 The damage to Louis’s reputation does not appear to be confined to the court either, since Paschasius’s text goes on to lament the ‘destruction of the country, upheaval of the churches, misfortunes of the poor, overthrow of wealth, invasions of barbarians, slaughter of multitudes, wars of overweening ones, snares of all, and… destruction of souls’ that ensued.
 We are beginning to get a sense of why Jonas’s task in writing his text for Pippin was so awkward: the very court morality he advised Pippin to maintain had reportedly been conspicuously absent among Louis’s entourage. Indeed, to bolster the case against the Emperor Paschasius had even invoked the ‘schedula’ of the Council of Paris that Jonas had presided over and upon which the De Institutione Regia is based.

Yet we should remember that the perceived failings of Louis’s reign were not solely an ecclesiastical concern: they also motivated lay magnates. If we are to explain Louis’s difficulties in full, we need to consider the likelihood that they originated not just from a discussion about court morality among highly educated churchmen, but also from the grievances of the aristocracy. In order to do this, we need to relate these quite theoretical debates to contemporary political reality and the problem of noble obligation. Just as Dhuoda’s ostensibly quite parochial focus on patrimony actually reflected a larger, more ideologically charged view, so it is possible that the tangible concerns of Carolingian politics were connected to these accusations. In the next chapter we shall consider how and why the language of court scandal might have become useful during the political crises of Louis’s reign.

Chapter II: Fidelity, faith, and identity

The revolt of 830: a crisis of patronage

As Nelson notes, a key aspect of the relationship between the king and his magnates was the royal promise not to impinge upon a noble’s ‘law’. This effectively amounted to a guarantee of their status and land, notions that were inextricably bound up with patrimony.
 In return for this, nobles would promise ‘fides’ to the king, a complex notion encompassing both loyalty and faith in God.
 Magnates of the king are frequently referred to in our sources as ‘fideles’; but the importance of this relationship is demonstrated by the fact that the term could be used more broadly to refer to any subject of the king.
 It is a dynamic that Dhuoda, for one, is keen to emphasise, as she reminds William both of the status that he has derived from his forebears and of the importance that he remained faithful to the king as far as is consistent with his patrimonial obligations.
 McKitterick has also shown just how pervasive ninth-century understandings of justice were.
 This was a fundamental aspect of the bond between the king and the Carolingian aristocracy; the appeal of Carolingian government lay in its ability to maintain this situation through royal power and the use of the written word.

All of this serves as backdrop to the complications encountered during Louis’s reign. Indeed, these fundamentals of Carolingian government remained by and large intact. Difficulties arose not from any basic inability on Louis’s part to maintain this balance but from the fact that these arrangements could never be static. The Empire had other goals, ranging from reform of the Church to the defence of its borders, and as long as it was engaged in them the political system needed to be able to accommodate a degree of flux. Motivating the nobility to assist with imperial projects thus necessitated other arrangements to supplement the basic political framework. Principally this included the granting of offices, the donation of benefices and the distribution of treasure, each of which had a vital role to play in the construction and maintenance of local centres of aristocratic power and which could therefore operate as powerful incentives.
 By favouring certain individuals with places at court, for example, Louis could transform a ‘fidelis’ into a ‘potens’, a man holding office and wielding significant influence and prestige.
 The drawback of these more flexible arrangements was that they were also more volatile.
 We can see quite clearly how this created difficulties in the revolt of 830.

As we have seen, the discontent evident in the prelude to the rebellion seems to have been linked to the careers of Hugh of Tours and Matfrid of Orleans. In particular, they were resentful because they had been publicly humiliated at Louis’s instigation for their supposed failure to meet a Saracen raid in the Spanish March in 827/8. In the event, it was Bernard of Septimania who had stepped into the breach to hold off the attack. The pair were stripped of their ‘honores’ and, to add insult to injury, Bernard was made chamberlain at court.
 The Annales Regni Francorum, favourable to Louis, depict Matfrid and Hugo as jealous cowards.
 But there may well have been deeper reasons behind their unwillingness to do Louis’s bidding against the Saracens. Reuter observed that the benefits of noble participation in Carolingian military endeavour had become much less clear cut as Carolingian military activity became progressively less expansionary and more defensive in the early ninth century.
 Defensive warfare had changed the equation: plunder was far less likely; damage to life, limb and property far more so. In crude terms, Matfrid and Hugh simply had less to gain and more to lose by fighting than Bernard, who had both land and influence around Barcelona. The reaction of these magnates can therefore be traced to the imperial policy of consolidating earlier territorial gains – in this case against the Saracens. 

Louis’s decision to make Bernard chamberlain of the court further complicated matters, since competition for Konigsnähe among nobles was a strong potential flashpoint. This was not mere envy: it was important that positions at court were distributed prudently, so as not to alienate certain families or regions. As Hincmar of Rheims observed, 

‘…since by the grace of God the realm is formed by many regions, if it was possible, care was taken to select these officials from different regions, whether they were chosen for the first or second rank or for any level. Access to the palace was thereby facilitated for all subjects, since they recognised that members of their own families or inhabitants of their own region had a place in the palace.’

In this light, it is easy to understand why Bernard might be accused of immorality and unjust rule, since he would be seen by others merely as the representative of his peripheral interests. But Hincmar’s account also reveals a fascinating connection between the chamberlain, the distribution of gifts and, most crucially of all, the role of the queen. He writes:

‘the gifts given annually to the officers… pertained especially to the queen, and under her to the chamberlain… The gifts given to the various legations were under the chamberlain’s supervision, unless the matter was one which, by the king’s command, was appropriate for the queen to handle together with the chamberlain.’

It thus seems no coincidence that it was Bernard and the Empress Judith who found themselves at the centre of rumours about court scandal. Herein lies the connection we sought at the end of the previous chapter between the political language of court morality and the practicalities of maintaining noble obligation. High profile members of Louis’s court became targets because of a sudden shift in the distribution of benefices: rumours about them, true or not, reflected tangible grievances.
 Rather than being reductionist about the causes of revolt and claiming that nobles were motivated by either their material interests or idealisations about court morality, we can therefore understand how both of these elements came together to form a highly responsive (and, we might add, widely received) language of political criticism.

Indeed, Hincmar’s text points to quite how extensively this kind of criticism would have been received – and, incidentally, indicates just how useful the De Ordine Palatii is as a source for Louis’s reign. The credibility of Hincmar’s claim to be describing the era of Louis the Pious is strongly reinforced by the fact that he refers to the role of the queen and chamberlain in a way that is so directly relevant to the political situation of c. 830. More to the point, the fact that he was borrowing heavily from Adalhard is significant. Nelson has suggested that Adalhard’s focus on the queen might have resulted from his arrangement of the marriage of Bernard of Italy with Cunigunda in 812 or his time at Charlemagne’s court at Aachen during the ‘queenless’ years after 800.
 This may well be true; but I would suggest that these views were not just products of Adalhard’s particular experience. Adalhard, it should be remembered, died in 826, years before the rebellion; yet his emphasis on the role of the queen and chamberlain, reproduced for us by Hincmar, was remarkably prescient, suggesting the origins of a political crisis years before it actually occurred. This implies that these roles were already well understood before the controversy surrounding them in c. 830 became politically volatile. Adalhard’s text no doubt did much to reinforce and broadcast this understanding of their importance. It is of course true that a great deal of the criticism of Judith and Bernard came from Adalhard’s fellow monks at Corbie, Wala (his brother) and Paschasius (his and his brother’s hagiographer). But it remains the case that these criticisms built on an existing fabric of expectations and knowledge among the political community of the Carolingian aristocracy: indeed, in order to be as devastating as they were, they depended upon it.

Louis’s frontiersmen
It is not just the case of Bernard of Septimania and the Empress Judith that illustrates the possible origins of opposition to Louis the Pious. Thegan’s account of Louis’s reign also attaches great significance to who was appointed to positions of power at court. He reserves some of his most venomous words for Ebbo of Rheims, a key protagonist in the later rebellion of 833, whose lowly origins he found particularly irksome.
 Ebbo’s career is a remarkable tale of the social mobility that was possible (though uncommon) in Carolingian society. His mother’s role as wet-nurse for Louis at court had gained him a position under Charlemagne; he had then been raised to the see of Rheims by Louis, his ‘milk-brother’.
 Airlie has observed how his appointment may have initially been a deft political stroke, since his lowly status put him in a position of complete dependency, even if later it came to be a source of regret.
 In particular, though, it is interesting to note that Ebbo and other bishops were not only criticised by Thegan for their lack of nobility, but also for the distant regions from which they hailed: they were, in Thegan’s words, ‘ex barbaris nationibus’.
 Ebbo was himself a Saxon whom, despite his lowly birth, Louis had decided to parachute into the see of Rheims.
 And although Thegan (who lived in Trier) only mentions Ebbo by name, it would be very easy to list others whom he might have had in mind: Agobard of Lyons was a Spaniard (and incidentally another vocal critic of Judith in 830
); Benedict of Aniane was the son of a Goth with land in Septimania
; Abbot Helisachar was another Goth from Septimania; and there were many others besides.
 That Ebbo should be singled out for criticism is not surprising. His lineage and disloyalty made him an easy target, just like Bernard’s alleged adultery and plotting. But, as with Bernard’s case, we need to consider the possibility that there was more to it than this. The geographical element to Thegan’s criticism appears to be a common thread between the two.

Indeed, if we think more broadly about Louis’s attitude to the borders of the realm, it seems decreasingly likely that the cases of Bernard of Septimania and Ebbo were isolated instances. They may in fact be symptomatic of a more general willingness on Louis’s part to take up the services of frontiersmen. Noble has observed precisely this trend, suggesting that Louis’s policy was strongly geared towards bringing peripheral territories with weaker Carolingian affinity into the orbit of the traditional heartlands.
 For example, Noble’s rough calculation is that eighty percent of Louis’s diplomas concerned the frontiers.
 It is also worth remembering that as a young man Louis had himself been a frontiersman as a sub-king in Aquitaine. We find other possible examples of Louis’s strategy, particularly in the poetry of Ermold the Black. The most obvious is the alliance with Harald the Dane, which we shall examine later, and another is his policy towards the Bretons. After having called an assembly to hear ‘representatives… from the farthest boundaries of the kingdoms (regnorum limina)’, Louis sent an emissary, Witchar, to see the Breton king, Murman, and to persuade him to come to terms with the Franks.
 In order to sweeten the deal, Witchar made an offer to Murman: ‘Perhaps the pious king will cede you your own plot of land, and perhaps he will give you greater gifts’.
 This seems to have been a priority towards which Louis was consistently willing to direct significance resources and which I would argue was a particular and recurrent source of controversy during Louis’s reign. Indeed, during the crises of 830 and 833 we can see this geographical dynamic at play in contemporary accounts. Even in 833, long after Bernard’s star had fallen, we still find Lothar executing a number of nobles with links to Barcelona or Bernard’s family after the siege of Chalon. Bernard’s sister, Gerberga, was even drowned as a witch.
 The personal attacks on Bernard and Ebbo can therefore be interpreted as emotive skirmishes in this larger struggle between Louis’s attempts to implement his plan for the realm and his attempts to maintain the loyalty of his nobles. 

On a number of occasions, then, Louis’s programme of imperial consolidation seems to have caused him some considerable political headaches. It meant limiting the usual means at his disposal for securing the loyalty of the traditional Frankish nobility: the flow of plunder from conquest ceased; offices and benefices were to be granted to allies at the frontiers. The noble disquiet that resulted made Louis’s court vulnerable to rumours and sedition, creating a powerful ideological challenge to his reign that threw his magnates (both lay and ecclesiastical) into the confusion and awkwardness we began to discuss in the last chapter. Given all this, it seems apt to pose what seems now to be an obvious question: why did Louis think it was worth the effort?
The ninth-century imperial gaze
There is undoubtedly merit in Reuter’s argument that the Carolingian Empire ceased to expand simply because it ran out of worthwhile opportunities: the easy and most lucrative targets for assimilation had already been seized; those that remained were obdurate and unprofitable.
 In this view, consolidation and the maximisation of internal resources was the natural progression. But whilst this may be useful for explaining the broad contours of Carolingian military activity, it does not quite explain the precise nature of the settlement to be found in the Ordinatio Imperii of 817. Nor, indeed, does this interpretation consider the role of identity in defining the perceived boundaries of the empire. McKitterick has recently argued that the cultural vision of Western Europe forged by Charlemagne may have actually instructed the perceived limits of expansion and the perceived benefits of diplomatic stabilisation.
 What is more, she argues that this notion of a European identity had clear links to the political topography that Charlemagne had carefully calibrated and then cemented throughout his reign.
 This underlines the connections that have been suggested so far in this chapter between the complications of the geographical distribution of benefices and Louis’s political imagination. 
It is therefore to the vision of the Ordinatio Imperii that we now turn for an explanation of Louis’s motivations.
 The first observation to make concerns the reverence in which Carolingian politicians held this agreement. The preamble to the document itself refers to the intense period of reflection, fasting and prayer that preceded its agreement: it was considered an arrangement carrying divine favour, representing God’s will for the future of the realm. As Ganshof observed, the Ordinatio Imperii carries a much stronger vision of imperial continuity than did its predecessor, the Divisio Regnorum of 806.
 Lothar, by divine choice, was to be crowned emperor and placed in a position of superiority over his brothers. This contrasted markedly with Charlemagne’s original intentions, which had envisaged a partition between his sons and which had only defaulted to the coronation of Louis as Emperor in 813 as a response to the death of his other sons. Another notable distinction between these two documents is that the Ordinatio Imperii focuses to a much greater extent on the Christian nature of the populus. Although Christianity was undoubtedly a leading focus of Charlemagne’s vision for the empire, by Louis’s time it appears to have become the definitive component of Carolingian identity into which ethnic subdivisions were to be subsumed. This is reflected in Louis’s decision to drop the phrase rex Francorum from his imperial title – in marked contrast to the emphasis that Charlemagne placed upon it.
 Indeed, de Jong notes the increasing facility with which the empire was conceived synonymously with the term ecclesia, which in its broadest significance meant the universal church of the Christian people.

The Ordinatio Imperii therefore demonstrates far more than a strategic recognition of the need to consolidate. It envisaged the realm in both imperial and Christian terms, looking both across and beyond the traditional Frankish heartlands. Indeed, the ambitious purpose of the Ordinatio Imperii is made explicit in its preface, using language that connects this project with some of our earlier observations:

‘to maintain an everlasting peace between our sons and all the Christian people: saving in all things our imperial power over our sons and our people, and all the obedience which is shown to a father by his sons and to an emperor and king by his people. [my emphasis]’

Once again we have encountered the centrality of the theme of paternal authority. Here it is portrayed as the keystone of the unity of the Christian empire and the essence of God’s will. One need not look far for the resonances of the agreement in contemporary political thought. It puts the following prefatory remarks of Jonas of Orleans in his De Institutione Regia into a clear context: 

‘you and your brothers should – indeed, must – stand immovably firm in mutual affection, and, according to the reverence due to a father and to the divine ordinance and command, must with one mind submit to your father in harmony, and preserve and unfeignedly display the honour which is his due.’

Our remarks have thus come full circle, expressing the infuriating paradox at the heart of Carolingian politics in these years: the Ordinatio Imperii painted a new vision of imperial cohesion; yet it was a vision whose very implementation would prompt the leading challenges to the paternal authority that seemingly underpinned it. With this paradox in mind, we can now grasp the full depth of the tensions we encountered in Jonas’s work: small wonder that he struggled to play down the potentially incendiary implications of his text by prefacing it with reminders about paternal authority. Jonas’s dilemma concerned not only a destabilising dispute about morality at court but also an almost existential struggle over the nature of the Carolingian polity. The conflict between Louis’s political imagination and the claims of the nobility thus suggests itself as a crucial feature of Carolingian politics at this time. Indeed, I would argue that this is a powerful lens through which we can analyse a number of events surrounding the period of Louis’s reign. In order to lend credence to this interpretation, our focus will now shift to showing how this fundamental framework came to shape other episodes in ninth-century Carolingian politics.

The possibilities of imperial diplomacy: the Danish connection
Our first example, which is Louis’s relationship with Harald the Dane, deliberately moves beyond an analysis of political treatises and into a discussion of diplomacy in an effort to show just how widely the tensions we have identified had their effects. For it was not only in written documents that the Carolingian elite came face to face with Louis’s all-important yet troublesome imperial gaze. The shared cultural sentiments that underpinned its plausibility were vividly enacted for them at court, the crucible of diplomatic relations and political theatre, turning abstraction into an unavoidable procession of Carolingian identity.
 An analysis of how the idea of a Christian Empire figured in assembly politics will help to demonstrate more clearly why it was that Louis chose to pursue it and why the political crises of his reign were of such great magnitude.

From a very early stage in his reign Louis developed a relationship with Harald the Dane, a claimant to the Danish throne who had been ousted by Godofrid. References to their affiliation appear throughout the narrative sources and receive their most detailed treatment in the panegyric poem of Ermold the Black. The conduct of diplomacy between the two is interesting for a number of reasons. Firstly, it represents part of the consolidation strategy that we have been discussing. The Carolingians appear to have preferred Harald’s rule to Godofrid’s, presumably because it represented less of a threat. Rather than engaging directly with the challenge posed by Godofrid, however, Louis preferred to pull strings, encouraging interference from allies such as the Abodrites or Saxons.
 The aim was to create a puppet kingdom beyond the border that would cease raiding the empire and act as ballast against the Vikings. There is a remarkable degree of consistency between this strategy and Kazhdan’s notion of ‘Byzantine diplomacy’, not only in the way that it focused on consolidation of the frontiers but also in the manner in which this was achieved.
 Louis arguably created a limitrophe in Harald’s kingdom – a dependent frontier principality which had in effect been granted by the emperor.
 In Byzantium, this dependent relationship had been expressed through the idiom of paternal authority: official documents referred to the rulers of these border polities as the ‘sons’ of the emperor.
 Likewise, Harald’s dependency was expressed in terms of godparenthood. Before being given military aid with which to secure his position, Harald converted to Christianity with Louis as his godfather, placing him under Louis’s spiritual as well as political tutelage.
 Thus, the bonds that kept the Empire secure and united were outwardly both Christian and paternal. Here, then, was the vision of the Ordinatio Imperii in action once more, addressing not only strategic concerns but ideological ones as well.

Secondly, the relationship with Harald confirms the earlier suggestion that identity, as well as strategic concerns, shaped diplomatic relations. Harald, his envoys and the gens that they represented were a recognisable ‘Other’ against which Carolingian identity could be emphasised. This process centred on the difference between Danish paganism and Carolingian Christianity and it is particularly clear in the descriptions we have of Harald’s eventual baptism in 826. Thus, in Ermold’s poem, Harald addresses Louis in the name of ‘[his] household and [his] whole people’ before his baptism and speaks almost in ethnographic terms about Danish religion:

‘Now I have for a long time, loyal to the customs of my ancestors, lived heretofore, according to the practice of my race. I have always performed the rites required of me to my gods and goddesses, as suppliant have I spoken to them in pious prayer, that they might take care of my ancestral lands, my people, our wealth and our homes, that famine they might keep from us, and every kind of ill, and grant us prosperity in all that we do.’

Now, of course, it is true that Ermold represents a highly dramatised and schematised version of events. It is unlikely that Harald ever spoke in this way, and possible that he never even came close. Nevertheless, it clearly meant something to Ermold to represent it in this way and, given the literate community for whom he was writing, it is likely that it resonated with other members of the Carolingian elite as well. Indeed, Pössel has argued that the way that such events could be presented in texts reflected the agreed significance of a diplomatic or political assembly. In her view, events and speeches, no matter how jumbled they were in reality, could be taken retrospectively to signify and symbolise a particular outcome – in this case an outcome that reinforced Carolingian identity. This would then give writers, such as Ermold, the ‘power to reinterpret’, so that this agreed significance could be deepened and disseminated in writing across the empire.
 In this way, the memory of an event became just as important as the event itself; Harald’s baptism would be commemorated in a way that reinforced collective identity.
 The emphasis placed here upon Christianity as the distinguishing factor between the empire and its neighbours is also consistent with the observations made earlier about the Ordinatio Imperii. It suggests that a diplomatic process of ‘Othering’ further impregnated the minds of the nobility with Louis’s vision for the empire by connecting it with their understanding of their identity.

There is a third aspect to the relationship with Harald that is worth noting, which proceeds from the previous point: Louis appears to have gained significant prestige by commanding and presiding over this common assertion of identity.
 How exactly he did so is illustrated perfectly in the events of Harald’s baptism. For one, he is presented as the spokesperson for the empire in Ermold’s poem, articulating on everyone’s behalf the feeling of superiority over Danish paganism: ‘Now, say, great Harald, I ask you, which do you prefer, the faith of the king or your worthless sculpted idols?’
 Louis is also given credit for this momentous act of conversion, reinforcing the familiar image of Louis as miles Christi, advancing the faith on behalf of Christendom.
 This image is reinforced by the fact that Louis became Harald’s godfather, a position which Lynch has demonstrated implied the role of a spiritual instructor. The reader is also encouraged to view Louis (and indeed Judith) through the eyes of the bedazzled Harald: ‘He is amazed by the sight of the king’s power and authority and faith, and of the worship which he caused to be rendered to God’.
 In these events, then, Louis represents the apogee of Christian kingship: he is the inspiration for and the curator of a geographically and culturally expressed vision of a Christian empire.
 This was what Louis had in mind for his realm; this was how he imagined that he would be stationed and revered within it.

Yet, ultimately, Ermold’s account is still idealised. It conveniently glosses over what we know to have been the manifold impracticalities at the centre of Louis’s project. For instance, it discusses the way that Louis used his treasure as though it were entirely unproblematic. Sure enough, Louis is presented as in the possession of enormous wealth and finery. He parades around ‘splendid with gold and glittering jewels’; ‘the quantity and richness of his gifts is beyond imagining’.
 But it seems that Louis is doing a lot more giving than he is receiving. It is Harald who arrives ‘on a Frankish horse’ and who leaves ‘laden with treasures and a multitude of arms’; he gives no gifts of material value to Louis, though he does leave hostages.
 He is himself astounded by the wealth on display, suggesting that he does not have much of it to offer. As well as Ermold, the Astronomer, Thegan and the Annales Regni Francorum also report that Harald is given an estate in Frisia as a fallback should his efforts to secure the throne fail.
 All of these resources, which were needed to secure the loyalty of magnates, were thus being redirected with the aim of securing the border and realising the imperial vision. Ermold was trying to envisage the success of such a strategy; alas, the outcome, as we have seen, was to be different.

Neither does Ermold neglect the all important father-son relationship, which he presents in uncomplicated, glowing terms. He mainly demonstrates this through a description of the royal hunt that proceeded Harald’s baptism, which can indeed be read allegorically as a justification of Louis’s succession arrangements.
 Hunting was itself a superb theatrical mechanism to assert masculinity and demonstrate royal command over the landscape.
 The actions of Louis’s eldest son are presented in harmony with his own: ‘the emperor takes many a wild beast as game, with his own hand striking them down; while Lothar, swift and strong, in the flower of youth, lays low many a bear’. More interesting still is the role of the young Charles the Bald: ‘He longs to course the doe, like his father. Afire with excitement, he demands, he begs for a horse. Earnestly, he asks for arms, for a quiver and swift arrows; he longs to ride in the chase, as his father does.’ Charles is not allowed to join in fully but others weaken a beast for him, which he finishes off ceremoniously. The parallels with the succession are clear enough: Lothar will be made emperor – that is undisputed and correct – but the nobility must also ensure that Charles gets his due. 

Enchanting as this image is, though, the ambition it expressed would not come to fruition. Paternal authority was instead challenged – and the evidence has suggested that this was a direct consequence of Louis’s programme of imperial consolidation. This programme, it has been argued, simply took up too many resources to make it possible to maintain vital bonds of association with key figures in the Carolingian heartland. These frayed bonds then allowed for the construction of an opposition platform onto which all manner of grievances – moral, ecclesiastical, political – could be projected. What this excursus into assembly politics has also helped to restate is that the tensions generated by Louis’s ambitions for the realm existed not only in a world of abstract ideas, as we saw in the last chapter
, nor solely in the parochial concerns of the nobility, as we discussed earlier in the present chapter. Instead, the autonomous influences of political theory and material interest combined to form a single edifice, which we have seen on display in the realm of diplomatic and political space.

It was in this domain that political imagination was supposed to be negotiated and have its inconsistencies ironed out. But, as we shall see, contrary to expectation and the best efforts of writers like Ermold, the paradox of the vision of the Ordinatio Imperii was left unresolved: it played itself out in lurid detail on the most important stage in the empire. The crisis was only further compounded by the importance of the functionality and clarity of assembly politics for the construction and maintenance of political identity. Grievances and moral outrage reacted against Louis’s imperial project and conflicted with paternal authority; but in doing so they also disrupted collective identities. This was therefore a crisis of the highest magnitude. In the next chapter we shall examine how it came to reach fever-pitch before finally being resolved.

Chapter III: The contours of imperial crisis

The possibilities of imperial diplomacy: the Byzantine connection
Upon the death of his father in 814, Louis hastened to Aachen to manage (and indeed to stage-manage) the transition of power. The Astronomer records that he was greeted with ‘great applause by his relatives and many thousands of Franks’ on his arrival; in front of such a large audience, Louis wasted no time.
 He received, feasted with and donated gifts to foreign embassies who had intended to meet Charlemagne and he thereby hoped to demonstrate the smooth passage of the diplomatic baton. This included an emissary from Emperor Michael in Constantinople, whose alliance was reaffirmed. Soon, Louis held an assembly, at which he secured his domestic allies with a distribution of gifts and the dispatch of ‘loyal and trusted men’ to various quarters of the Empire. Later in the year, he sent his sons Lothar and Pippin to the oft-troubled regions of Bavaria and Aquitaine and granted asylum to Harald of the Danes.
 What we are witnessing here – and what the Astronomer is keen to represent – is a very deliberate piece of political theatre as well as the resumption of normal royal business: it mattered not only that Louis filled the vacuum at the centre of the kingdom but also that the court was left with an impression of the consummate ease and poise with which he did so.
As we saw in the preceding chapter, a key aspect of Louis’s participation in such proceedings was his role at the centre of diplomatic relations. Just as Ermold encouraged the reader to see Louis through Harald’s eyes, so Thegan paints a picture of dynastic continuity from the perspective of the Byzantine diplomats: 

‘On their arrival, they found Louis seated on his father’s throne because the Lord had ordained thus. Louis, receiving them kindly, accepted their gifts with expressions of thanks, and held a friendly meeting with them while they were with him. Not many days later he adorned them with great honours and dismissed them to go to their own lands.’

Diplomacy with Byzantine emissaries had a distinct flavour in comparison with interaction with non-Christian peoples such as the Danes or the Saracens. The ‘Greeks’ were not such a recognisable ‘Other’ against which mutual identity could be affirmed; but in many respects the relationship commanded greater importance. 
 Even though the Byzantines were Christian, diplomacy with them gave the Franks the chance to show that they were ‘better’ Christians, comparing their own story of triumphal expansion and cultural renewal with that of the degenerate, shrinking and furtively iconoclast polity of the East.
 The sending of emissaries could be seen (and certainly re-interpreted subsequently) as a tacit acceptance of this narrative by the Byzantines. In short, it mattered that these events went unambiguously well.

Yet contrast the success of the diplomatic assembly of 814 with a similar series of events in 833, when it was Lothar, not Louis, who received the Byzantines. The respective contexts for each meeting could not be more divergent. In 814, Louis had just succeeded to the imperial throne in full accordance with Charlemagne’s will; he had been unanimously welcomed to Aachen by the Franks; the court was a setting of unimpeachable moral probity. In 833, however, Lothar had just deposed his father; a cadre of bishops and lay nobles had publicly abandoned Louis; and the court’s reputation had not long ago been besmirched by rumours of a scandal of the highest order. The Astronomer’s account, in contrast to that of the events of 814, is incredibly confused and has an anxious, almost embarrassed tone to it: 

‘While he [Lothar] was there an emissary from the emperor of Constantinople, Mark, the archbishop of Ephesus and first swordsman of the emperor, accredited to his father, met him [Lothar], offered the gifts designated for him but withheld those sent for his father. Although dispatched to his father, Lothar received the legate as though coming to him, listened to him, then dismissed him to carry back an account of this most incredible tragedy.’
 

Thus, what normally would have been an important occasion for the assertion of royal primacy and also for communal self-definition against foreign stereotypes became a Frankish diplomatic humiliation. While Louis, the father to whom Lothar’s obedience is due, was hidden away and denied gifts, his son paraded around on the international stage almost pretending that he did not exist. The result was, at least in the Astronomer’s account, suspicion and equivocation among the Franks present at court: ‘At the same assembly, although many were suspected of loyalty to the father and of rebellion against the son, some tempered their asseverations with simple words, but others with oaths’.
 This contrasts markedly with the familiar refrain in accounts of political assemblies that decisions were reached with unanimous consent. The diplomatic tensions created by Lothar’s assumption of the throne illustrate the extent to which the political crises of Louis’s reign had profound consequences for Carolingian identity. Political imagination was in this sense inextricably linked to the possibilities of imperial diplomacy. But we must also now consider why Lothar proved incapable of finding an alternative arrangement that could cement his position; as we begin to do so, familiar themes will start to emerge. 

The failure of revolt, 833-834
In 833 Louis’s authority was challenged once again, and perhaps even more profoundly, when Pope Gregory IV was asked to intervene, when his followers publicly abandoned him for Lothar at the ‘Field of Lies’, and when he was stripped of his weapons at Soissons by a party of bishops led by Ebbo of Rheims. Undoubtedly the ambitions of his son Lothar had a great deal to do with the origins of this crisis. But the feasibility of Lothar’s ambition was framed by similar forces to those in 830. In the Epitaphium Arsenii, Paschasius describes in detail the debates that took place between Louis and his son in 833; in fact, he claims to be citing the ‘chapters [capitula]’ that Louis issued at the time.
 This is striking because Carolingian narrators were usually prepared to stylise dialogue when recounting events, as Paschasius himself does at other points, and as we saw above in Ermold’s poetry.
 Instead, Paschasius chooses to refer to what seems to be the agreed text of a literate community. We should thus consider his account to have fairly strong claim to capture the essence of the debate. 
Predictably, paternal authority played a significant role in Louis’s self-defence. It is telling that Louis ‘first admonished them to remember that they were his sons, that under God he himself begot them’. 
 As we have seen, this had been a pressing concern for the emperor’s lay and ecclesiastical magnates in 830 and a major source of the reluctance of many to support the opposition. This is especially true of Wala. According to Paschasius’s account, when he and his fellow bishops consent to the dethronement of Louis in 830, it was ‘with weeping and wailing’ and a solemn sense of duty to God rather than with conspiratorial glee.
 Louis’s paternal claims no doubt also carried the weight of the memory of the events of three years earlier when his public reconciliation with Lothar had helped to resolve the crisis. The Astronomer records that the impact on the assembled crowd of Franks was palpable: ‘For while they were in an uproar and were almost ready to rush into a mad passion, the emperor appeared before them all with his son. Immediately the animal-like excitement abated’.
 The uneasiness that we have just discussed about Lothar’s usurpation of his father’s diplomatic role therefore had clear links to sentiments that were also at work in 830 in a similarly public forum. Indeed, Paschasius records that Wala later withdraws his support from the opposition party in 833 precisely because of Louis’s claims to paternal authority. Paschasius declares: 

‘They divided the whole empire among themselves with the imperial son, giving no attention to the prerogatives of parents, the equalities of the magnates, the innumerable number of nobles, even the formerly meritorious faithful, nor still more grievously to the dignity of churches and to heartfelt reverence for God.’
 

But it is also interesting that Paschasius should mention ‘the equalities of magnates’, for that connects to another aspect of the debate that had occurred between Louis and his sons before the crisis had erupted. During the discussion, the substance of the opposition case was that they had come to settle the grievances of those who had been excluded from court. Lothar claims that they had brought Pope Gregory with them in order to impress the importance that the legitimate grievances of these magnates be addressed: ‘Scattered, driven away, imprisoned, and exiled, they have escaped and fled to us and to that blessed bishop’. He continues to press the case for the disaffected magnates: 

‘They are those who have circumspectly checked the assaults and attacks of vicious men. They are those who by authority, fealty, constancy, magnanimity, and counsel have withstood the daring of those lying in ambush, of those men who by their own fickleness and mischief sullied your empire [imperium] with every depravity.’

Here, then, is a clear connection to the criticisms of court morality made in 830; it is apparent that the memory of those events had not been easily shaken and that, moreover, the present difficulties were products of the same political dynamic. It might be argued that Paschasius, writing in the 850s, had a somewhat foreshortened perspective on events; but his reference to the capitula militates against this notion. Nor is it likely that Paschasius’s emphasis on Wala’s exile unduly distorts his account the nature of Lothar’s complaints.
 As we have seen, Konigsnähe was a concern for all magnates. More to the point, this is not the only suggestion we have of the importance of places at court from the 833 crisis; it may in fact suggest another reason why Lothar failed to secure himself in Louis’s place. Earlier, we discussed how Ebbo of Rheims, who fell in with Lothar’s opposition, was vilified by Thegan for his role in Louis’s deposition and we suggested that, as in 830, the geography of patronage may well have as much to do with the failings imputed to him as his lack of nobility.
 It is telling that Ebbo was given the Abbey of St. Vaast by Lothar as a reward.
 It is important to remember that this was not only Thegan’s private disdain: Ebbo, like Bernard before him, was publicly forced to abandon the see of Rheims after Louis’s restoration.
 Perhaps Ebbo, originally a useful episcopal figurehead for the opposition platform, increasingly became a liability as he attracted the same kind of antipathy that other upstarts from the frontiers had previously. 

It seems, then, that paternal authority and the distribution of patronage had very important roles to play in the crisis of 833 and the eventual defeat of Lothar in 834. I would argue, therefore, that the difficulty of combining an appealing ideological vision with a workable political settlement was a recurrent political quandary, especially since, as we reflected when discussing the possibilities of imperial diplomacy, it had an inescapable bearing on Carolingian identity as well. Louis’s role as the imperial father meant that during his reign the Carolingian polity had at least one failsafe ideological crutch upon which to fall back. But, with his death in 840, matters changed. What we shall now proceed to examine is how, without Louis, the political tensions we have been describing forced a dénouement that put paid to the feasibility of Louis’s political imaginings and ushered in a significant political reconfiguration.
The end of Louis’s empire, 840-843
In 840-841, Lothar, flushed with his early success at garnering promises of loyalty, made a bold move to seize the whole empire.
 In important ways, this represented a departure from Louis’s policy as outlined in the Ordinatio Imperii: provisions for the succession of his brothers to the subkingdoms were to be overruled. But, in another sense, there is a closer analogy between Lothar’s situation and Louis’s than this observation implies. Firstly, it is salutary to remember that the Ordinatio Imperii had also represented a departure from a father’s wishes, since it envisaged a permanent imperial role and, significantly, the disinheritance of Bernard of Italy – neither of which Charlemagne had intended. Moreover, though, Lothar still inherited Louis’s vision of a united Christian Empire, along with all its problems and paradoxes. Maintaining his position at its summit would be just as challenging as Louis had found it – indeed, more so, since Lothar lacked the one weapon which his father always had stocked in his arsenal: paternal authority. 

What we should expect to find, if this hypothesis is correct, is that the nature of Lothar’s challenges would be similar in nature to those faced by Louis, only amplified. One of the most lucid points of comparison in this respect appears in the accounts of Lothar’s relationship with Harald the Dane. In Louis’s time, Ermold had praised the emperor’s actions in securing the alliance of the Danish king; other narrative sources, though less explicitly positive, had not criticised him either. And yet during the civil war the Annals of St. Bertin have absolutely no tolerance for Lothar’s decision to donate land to Harald in 841.
 Now, of course, it is necessary to bear in mind that the Annals of St. Bertin were stridently critical of Lothar (as, indeed, many of our sources are).
 But we cannot ignore the fact that these annals were widely read and disseminated: these criticisms were certainly plausible, if not downright appealing. Just as Ermold was given the ‘power to reinterpret’ Harald’s baptism, so the Annals of St. Bertin were permitted to indict Lothar in this way. This is not to deny the ingenuity of the annalist in making these charges; but it is to deny that such ingenuity was not bound by an assessment of how acceptable it was to make them. In this example, then, the idea that Lothar was even less able to command consensus on how to consolidate the empire is borne out.

Another symptom of Lothar’s predicament was that he had similar problems with the distribution of patronage. Screen has demonstrated, using an analysis of Lothar’s charters, that a considerable effort had to be made to shore up his position through the donation of benefices.
 A particularly interesting case concerns the donation of the monastery of Mettlach to Wido (later, Duke of Spoleto) in around 840-841. The monastery had been the object of a long-running dispute between Wido’s family and the archbishop of Trier (who was, at this time, a man named Hetti). The donation to Wido, whose power base was in Italy and whose father, Lambert, had come from near the Breton march, represented yet another example of an ally with origins and interests in the peripheries gaining preferment over nobles in the heartlands.
  Mettlach had been a royal monastery, one node of a wide network of establishments built up in the late eighth century (and particularly by Charlemagne) that connected local aristocratic interests with the royal dynasty through important spiritual links.
 As Innes has observed, the transfer of this monastery out of the hands of archiepiscopal control represented Lothar gambling a key foundation of Carolingian control in the area by handing it to an ally whom he hoped would help propel him to a secure seat on the imperial throne. The parallels with Louis’s strategy are striking. Just like his father, Lothar was sacrificing a more stable seat of power for the hope of one which was higher, more sacred and more ambitious.

Predictably, this was not a gamble that paid off. Within a year, and after his expulsion from Aachen by his brothers, Lothar had issued a charter that passed Mettlach back into the hands of the archbishop.
 The charter itself is interesting for the extra details it provides about the context for its production: it discusses Lothar’s willingness to repent for the abuses of the preceding years and, significantly, it praises Lothar for recently receiving embassies from Constantinople in Trier.
 Alas, and predictably, the visit is not recorded in Nithard’s account or the Annals of St. Bertin. It is, however, referred to in Lothar’s Psalter (which has been dated to between 842 and 855, probably in the earlier years of this window) where his role in diplomacy is celebrated in verse, accompanied by images of him in imperial regalia.
 For once, Lothar’s diplomatic efforts appear to have been a modest success – at the very least in the local context of Trier – and something of which he could later boast. This was because his attempts to realise them were not over-ambitious, confined as they were to Trier and the heartlands. Lothar had fallen back on the reliable foundations of Carolingian pre-eminence by returning Mettlach and for that he had been rewarded with the usual returns to be made from diplomatic activity. 

Following his defeat at Fontenoy and his ejection from Aachen, Lothar seems to have realised that the risks he had been willing to take before were unlikely to pay dividends. The long-coveted empire would have to take a back seat to the immediate need to shore up his position and extract the most advantageous settlement possible from his brothers. The significance of such a realisation should not be understated: this was nothing less than the death knell of the Ordinatio Imperii and its accompanying vision. To explore its significance, one final comparison with Louis’s earlier policy can be made.
Louis’s table; Lothar’s plate

When Louis had arrived at Aachen in 814 another key focus of his activity, aside from diplomacy, had been the distribution of treasure. He took custody of the riches apportioned in his father’s will and handed it out to the appropriate parties. The remainder he divided between the Pope and the ‘priests and poor, wanderers, widows and orphans’.
 Not only had Louis fulfilled his father’s wishes and lined the pockets of potential allies, he had acted with ceremonious Christian magnanimity. The only item that Louis chose to keep for himself was one of his father’s tables, which was ‘three-layered in form like three shields joined into one’. It is indeed possible that this table was the silver table recorded by Einhard in Charlemagne’s will which had ‘a depiction (descriptio) of the world (totius mundi) within three concentric circles (quae ex tribus orbibus)’.
 A more powerful metaphor for the territorial unity of the Carolingian empire would be difficult to find. Fölz observed that the way the Carolingians conceived of their empire – three distinct elements but of one essence – had a clear analogy with their attitude to the mysteries of the Trinity.
 As we discussed earlier, Louis did all this at the peak of imperial prowess, untainted by the accusations and complications that later dogged his reign. His role as a father, emperor, diplomat-in-chief and spiritual rector coalesced into a powerful and complementary impression. Louis’s symbolic custody of the empire allowed this ideological unity to be reflected in geographical unity. This was the hubristic prologue to the project whose demise we have been charting.

And yet it was to be Lothar’s nemesis. Since Louis’s position as a father enabled him to retain (and perhaps even enhance) his position, despite complications, in the later years of his reign, the true bite of these contradictions would not be felt until the civil war.
 Recalling the symbolic importance of Louis’s decision to keep his father’s table, a symbol of the empire’s territorial integrity, consider the impact of Lothar’s attitude to a similar object. The Annals of St. Bertin record that, on fleeing from Aachen in 842, Lothar took with him a silver plate with a depiction of the world and the stars on it and had it cut into pieces to divide among his followers.
 It is impossible to say whether this ‘plate’ (discus) was actually the top of the table that Louis had decided to keep earlier.
 It would certainly be more poetic if it were; but the significance of Lothar’s actions cannot be overlooked either way. 

Lothar seems to have preferred the advantages to be gained from distributing spoils to those to be gained from acting as the symbolic custodian of imperial unity. The contrast with Louis’s policy towards Harald could not be more striking: in 826, Louis had redirected treasure away from nobles in the heartland to help solidify the empire; in 842, Lothar broke apart a symbol of imperial unity in order to enrich his closest followers. The Annals of St. Bertin attempt to imply that this made Lothar unprincipled. But perhaps it was more a symptom of a broader recognition among the Carolingian elite that the old understanding of the geographical significance of empire was no longer enough on which a king (least of all three) could hang his ideological hat. The bewildering events of the preceding decade or so in which son had fought against father, brother against brother, family member against family member, bishop against bishop, bishop against Pope – these events had obfuscated what it meant to be a part of the broad Carolingian polity forged by Charlemagne and entrusted to Louis. This meaning would have to be reinvented – like a silver plate, melted down to form something new. The vision of the Ordinatio Imperii simply could not be made to work any longer. It had created too many problems; it had caused too much confusion. The outcome of the resulting reconfiguration was the Treaty of Verdun.

843 and beyond
It is more difficult to analyse the Treaty of Verdun than the Ordinatio Imperii, simply because there is no surviving text (and there may not even have been one in the first place). However, from the surviving accounts of its agreement it is possible to gain a sense of its significance:

‘The kingdom [of Francia] having been sketched out by the magnates and having been divided into three, the three kings, coming together in the month of August at Verdun, a city in Gaul, divided the kingdom among themselves. Louis received the eastern part, Charles held the western, [and] Lothar, who was the eldest, chose the middle portion among them. And peace having been agreed upon between them and confirmed with an oath, each returned to arrange and protect the lands of his kingdom.’

The language is much closer to the Divisio Regnorum of 806, speaking of kingdoms and not of empire. Of course, the appealing rhetoric of empire was not easily abandoned. As we have seen, Lothar continued to hold it dear.
 Likewise, Paschasius Radbertus’s defence of Wala appears to address itself critically to those who were more willing to see the Empire divided, such as Nithard.
 Even later in the ninth century, Charles the Bald would long to claim the imperial title (which he attained) and a permanent seat at Aachen (which he did not). And yet, although the allure remained, the feasibility had been long since discredited. Just as Dhuoda was able to assert the prerogatives of the father precisely because there could be no over-arching father figure to confuse things, so it is likely that Carolingian politicians of the late ninth century were able to stake imperial claims in part because there was little hope that they would ever be realised.

Upon what basis was it, therefore, that Carolingian politics proceeded after the Treaty of Verdun? To address this question comprehensively is beyond the scope of this dissertation; it has, in any case, been ably tackled elsewhere.
 But perhaps some suggestions would be appropriate in order to contextualise the significance of the developments we have been tracing. For once, it would not be inappropriate to use the tired political slogan ‘back to basics’ to encapsulate the kind of development occurring. After the ill-fated experiment of Louis’s reign, it was to the tried and tested political manoeuvres that Charlemagne had perfected that the Carolingian kingdoms returned. It is interesting to note that different elements of the Carolingian political formula were revived in the East and West. 

Reuter has suggested that a key strength of the Eastern Frankish kingdom was its ability to rely on a steady income of treasure from the plunder of weaker neighbours.
 In other words, it was able to replay Charlemagne’s trick from the Avar campaign of 792 over and over again in order to facilitate its political functions. Such an existence inevitably necessitated negotiations with the Byzantine Empire, with whom diplomatic competition appears to have become something of a resurgent feature in the Eastern kingdom. Indeed, Wickham has observed the emergence of a more virulent form of xenophobia towards Byzantium in southern Germany than the more respectful demeanour of earlier Carolingian attitudes.
 This may reflect an attempt to squeeze as much political capital as possible out of the conduct of diplomacy (which, as we have seen, could enhance a ruler’s position immensely). After all, the diplomatic options of a provincial kingdom are fewer and less impressive than those of an empire. Again, therefore, these seem to be Charlemagne’s tactics carried out with a renewed intensity in slightly altered circumstances.

By contrast, the Western kingdom did not have access to plunder and tribute in the same proportions as its Eastern neighbour. Accordingly, the focus shifted to the maximisation of internal resources through means such as taxation.
 The political analogue of this development was the emergence of a slightly more accountable form of kingship, subject to the juristic vision of Hincmar of Rheims. As Nelson has demonstrated, Hincmar developed a political theory in which the king would be bound to fulfil ecclesiastical expectations through the use of ordination ceremonies that stressed his obligations.
 Likewise, laws were produced from political assemblies that ensured the consensus of the nobility with a rigour that differed from earlier practice.
 Thus, in the Western kingdom the political system drew on and enhanced the legacy of Charlemagne’s legal activity as one way to promote its survival.

None of these suggestions is intended to be either complete or conclusive. But they do serve as an indication of how the Treaty of Verdun might have resulted in political reconfiguration on terms that were more stable than the experiments of Louis’s reign. Unencumbered by an unwieldy geographical and ideological vision that was plagued with contradictions, it seems that the Carolingian kingdoms were able to retool after the Treaty of Verdun and make use once more of the ingredients of their original political success.

Conclusions
This dissertation has sought to examine the impact of the reign of Louis the Pious on political ideology and political organisation. In the first chapter it was observed that a major source of confusion in Carolingian politics in these years was the role of Louis as a father figure. In the second chapter we discussed how Louis’s paternal authority was implicated in a broader strategic, ideological and cultural endeavour whose aims were expressed in the Ordinatio Imperii and whose claims were rehearsed at diplomatic and political assemblies. We also analysed how this amplified the tensions we had been describing into huge political controversies. And, in the third, we saw how a number of attempts to resolve the crisis became fraught with contradiction owing to these complications before a final settlement could be reached in 843.

In examining these issues, this piece has addressed itself to a number of areas of historiographical interest. Firstly, it has contributed to the ongoing reappraisal of Louis’s reputation.
 Traditional historiography emphasised Louis’s weakness as an emperor, blaming his incompetence for the challenges to his authority and the ensuing civil war. More recently, Louis’s capabilities have been re-evaluated: significant evidence has been presented to suggest that he was clear-minded, pro-active and respected by his contemporaries.
 The argument presented here has attempted to combine these two views. It has accepted that something must be significantly wrong for an emperor’s authority to be challenged so profoundly and consistently as Louis’s was. But it has also recognised that Louis’s difficulties resulted not from any personal inadequacies but instead from the side-effects of a stubborn and diligently pursued ambition for his realm. 

Louis was a capable ruler: his administrative activity was intense, his attention to the frontiers purposeful, his ideological vision unrelenting. To have rebounded from successive challenges to his authority also suggests a canny political resilience. In explaining the political crises of his reign and those that followed his death, this dissertation has therefore looked elsewhere. Consequently, an alternative account has emerged: it was the direction of resources to the security of the frontiers that generated political instability in the heartlands; it was this political instability that created an ideological challenge to Louis’s position that revealed the host of contradictions inherent both in his political vision and in the opposition platform itself; it was these paradoxes that emerged so vividly at diplomatic and political assemblies and which attacked the very roots of Carolingian identity. Thus, even though Louis may have been a thoughtful and deliberate political operative, his plan for the empire was a recipe for political crisis. The events of Louis’s reign were indeed traumatic; but they were symptoms of acquired weaknesses rather than inherent ones.

The observations made in this dissertation have also suggested some differences and similarities between Louis and his father, between Louis and his sons and between his sons and Charlemagne. Its argument has been that Louis’s reign, particularly in terms of its ideology, represented a significant departure from that of Charlemagne. The emphasis on a consolidated Christian Empire may well have been inspired by Charlemagne’s achievements; but it was something that remained fundamentally new in character. Indeed, it was sufficiently distinctive to have consciously abandoned the reliable political methods that had underpinned Carolingian strength (what Innes has termed the pax Karolina).
 It was sufficiently experimental to challenge Louis’s fundamental political security.

We have also observed how the political model that Louis had sought to implement did not ultimately prove durable, even if it was coveted by some of his descendants for decades after his death. It has indeed been historiographically customary to stress that the Treaty of Verdun spelt the end of the ideal of a unified Carolingian Empire. More recently, though, the emphasis has been that, whatever its ideological significance, the treaty did not cause tremendous political turbulence at a local level and did not represent a new departure in practical terms.
 I do not wish to challenge either of these interpretations or to suggest that they cannot be complementary. But two further questions can be asked of each. To the first: precisely what kind of imperial vision was being eclipsed in 843? To the second: precisely with what was there continuity?

My argument has been that it was specifically Louis’s vision of empire that lost its purchase after 843 and that it was Charlemagne’s successful political formula that was replicated and revived subsequently. This point can be illustrated with reference to the symbols discussed in the last chapter: Louis’s table and Lothar’s plate. It should firstly be restated that, although it is tempting to equate Louis’s table to that left in Charlemagne’s will, it is too much to assume that they were the same item.
 Even if they were, the primary significance of Louis’s decision to keep hold of it was not that he was inheriting his father’s legacy: remember that Louis decided to take it even though Charlemagne’s will had not instructed him to do so and that consequently he replaced it with another treasure for the palace inventory.
 Louis was therefore consciously choosing to emphasise a symbol of one aspect of his father’s legacy, something of which Charlemagne had never intended him to make much ado.

Likewise, whilst the Annals of St. Bertin criticise Lothar for splitting up the plate among his followers, we have no way of knowing that this was indeed Charlemagne’s table – or even Louis’s.
 Thus the criticism is not necessarily of the fact that Lothar has abandoned the legacy of either Louis or Charlemagne.
 Rather, it was more likely that it arose from the impression that an abstract idea of empire was being symbolically abandoned. This abstract idea may well have been inherited from Louis; but it was the idea itself and not its inheritance that was the main aspect of its appeal. Thinking about the idea in itself rather than from whom it was directly inherited, it is thus fair to say that Lothar’s response to it was more akin to Charlemagne’s than it was to Louis’s: treasure and political security were preferred over the notion of a Christian Empire. This was symptomatic of the shift that occurred in the years around 843. Indeed, our reflections on post-Verdun politics at the end of the last chapter would appear to bear out the notion that it was Charlemagne’s political strategy that endured more prominently in later ninth century Carolingian Francia. This, I would argue, was the precise continuity of which historians have recently preferred to speak.

A final conclusion to be drawn from the evidence discussed so far concerns the relationship between ideas and political practice. The facets of human motivation and strategies of legitimation involved in political activity are notoriously difficult to uncover – philosophically as much as evidentially. Indeed, the relative importance of theory and practice in guiding human action will never be easily uncovered or agreed upon, especially at the level of general historical theory. Nevertheless, an interesting aspect of their interrelationship has been addressed here. In ninth-century Carolingian Francia, it would seem that ideas and practicality were inextricably linked to the functions of space.
 Louis’s abstract political and religious ideas were projected onto a geographical vision of the Carolingian Empire. Likewise, his attempts to change the nature of his control over that space were regulated (and ultimately thwarted) by the intricacies of the empire’s political topography. 

All the while the royal court found itself at the centre of these topographies of power, trying to replicate and occasionally manipulate the broader regional political balance.
 Grievances at court reflected grievances across the empire; corruption at court implied corruption across the empire. This was why moral indignation directed at the court formed the frontispiece of political opposition. But this was not simply a one-way causal relationship: perceptions at court and perceptions throughout the empire informed and reinforced each other, filtered through literate, diplomatic and symbolic forms of communication.
 When these forms of communication lost their effectiveness, as they did at times of crisis, they also failed to perform other functions adequately, such as the construction and celebration of Carolingian identity – a notion that was itself bound up in political geography. Political crisis was born of these conditions.

This dissertation has sought to explain a number of specific and seismic developments which occurred in the years surrounding the reign of Louis the Pious. But whilst it has examined the causes and consequences of political stability and crisis during this period, perhaps its most important claim remains that such developments in Carolingian politics cannot be adequately discussed without reference to political geography. Noble obligation depended upon its careful management; Carolingian political imagination could neither have been framed nor implemented without it. 
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