817: A Disastrous and Almost Fatal Year for the Carolingians
[originally published as “817: Une année désastreuse et presque fatale pour les Carolingiens,” Le Moyen Age 84 (1978): 5–12.]

The sources that are available today for knowing about the history of the Carolingian empire during
the first years of the reign of Louis the Pious are disappointingly laconic. It is often only through
innuendo that they tell us about the difficulties which the new emperor faced during the period that
followed his accession to the throne.1 It seems obvious that diplomats of this time had, at the very
least, to be careful,2 since the confirmation of Louis’s imperial title by the pope in October 8163 and
the rebellion of his nephew, king Bernard in Italy, exactly one year later4, reveal the obvious although
ambiguous reality of an opposition towards the new monarch and the policy he was pursuing in his
kingdom.
How important was this opposition? In what extreme forms did it manifest itself?
These questions remain hidden to a large extent; but our sources provide information which,
though hypothetical, suggests certain interesting views of the events of 817, which was a crucial year.
The most important fact of that year was probably the promulgation in July of what has been
called the Ordinatio Imperii, the document by which Louis tried to settle his succession and ensure
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the continuity of the imperial structure.5 As far as this last aspect is concerned, the emperor broke
with tradition in a decisive and meaningful manner. By contrast, if one considers the first point – the
appointment of certain spheres of authority to his descendants – Louis, as he himself points out,
followed the practice of his Carolingian predecessors who, wishing to avoid the constant possibility
of civil wars, had made their intentions known during their lifetime on how to dispose of the
Frankish kingdom. However, Charles Martel and Pepin the Short had only done this on their death
bed,6 whereas the Divisio regnorum of Charlemagne was only promulgated when the emperor, who
was in poor health, was sixty-four years old.7 On the contrary, in 817, Louis was a healthy man in his
thirties8, with a fully active life.
The exigencies of Louis’s imperial diplomacy can account, to a large extent, for this apparent
anticipation, because the Ordinatio is, in many ways, an attempt to present the imperial project as a
family settlement of the succession, as far as this succession itself is concerned.9 But it is not only in
this matter that the intervention of Louis appears premature; an aura of premonition seems to
surround this document. This is strikingly evident in chapters thirteen and sixteen, which consider
the possibility of the emperor’s death before his sons would attain their majority.10 In 817, Louis the
German, the youngest son of Louis and Ermengarde, was ten or eleven11; it is hard to believe that
Louis the Pious was foreseeing his own death within five years. Might it be that he spoke here in a
figurative sense, with reference to the possibility that he had to renounce the throne in order to
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embrace the monastic state? Indeed, it is well known that he considered this state to be preferable to
his imperial burden.12 It is certainly possible. But the emperor speaks about death in a very specific
way. Consequently, were there factual reasons for him to accept the imminence of such a possibility,
and if so, what could their nature have been?
In 817, the royal family was reunited at the palace of Aix-la-Chapelle to celebrate Easter. On
Holy Thursday, April 9, Louis and his entourage were about to cross the colonnade, which joined the
palace to the chapel where the divine office was to take place. Suddenly, a part of the wooden
portico fell, dragging down with it the entire portico, which shattered on the ground. The emperor
escaped from the accident with a few minor injuries, which were healed, as reported, within three
weeks. However, others were less fortunate; about twenty of his companions were seriously injured.13
It is clear that such a serious accident could very well prompt the emperor and his
companions to take immediate actions for the future of an insecure empire, which they were hoping
to establish on firmer ground. We know that immediately after his healing, Louis stayed at Nijmegen
to hunt14; apart from that, nothing more is known about his activities before the assembly, which
took place at Aix in July.15
Although Louis was known as an avid hunter16, it was unusual for him to hunt during the
spring17, while the Ardennes and Vosges were, by far, his favorite hunting grounds.18 Nijmegen, on
the other hand, was located in a less wild region, in a territory that offered Louis greater security, and
where he could stay during this crucial period in which he and his counselors could safely prepare the
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text of the Ordinatio.19 In other words, are there not a few reasons to see in the tragedy of April 9 the
possibility of a plot, rather than a simple accident?
None of the sources which report the event - the Royal Frankish Annals and the anonymous
biography conventionally credited to the “Astronomer”20 - gives explicit information which would
allow one to believe that the accident was not fortuitous; but on the other hand, these two sources
include certain specific aspects about the facts. The reader is therefore informed in great detail
about the cause of the portico’s collapse; worm-eaten materials that were of poor quality were used
for the crosspieces, and the wood employed for the construction of the colonnades had been exposed
to humidity and became rotten over time.21 Such detailed information about the natural causes of the
accident, and how lucky Louis had been to escape from it, certainly serve to divert attention from
another possibility: that the accident should be considered as a manifestation of divine wrath.
Indeed, it serves to underscore that it was nothing but an accident.
And yet, it appears strange that material of such low quality was used at Aix, and even more
strange that the age of the material was the cause of the accident, when the palace and the chapel
had been built less than thirty years earlier, and the colonnade maybe a little less than four years
earlier.22
Other distinctive features appeared that emphasized differences between the two accounts.
The version provided by the Royal Frankish Annals – which was nearly contemporary with the
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events – is the least easy to envision; the analyst reports that it was the top of the colonnade which
gave way; it fell on the one below and dragged him down to the ground.23 For this part of the reign of
Louis, his anonymous biographer chiefly depends on the royal Annals,24 and yet, according to his
interpretation, it was not the roof but the lower part of the construction that collapsed, because it
was old, ruined, and worm-eaten due to the humidity.25 Perhaps the Astronomer relies here on
another source26; or perhaps he wanted to make the history look more dramatic and have it comply
with the injuries that Louis received?27 What is important to note is that, once again, the sources give
different versions, and that the accident – if it was an accident – is described in a very imperfect
manner.
During these first years of Louis’s reign, the Frankish court was a nest of intrigue; the timid
emperor tried to avoid the threats he perceived by eliminating possible conspirators, including his
half brothers and cousins Adalard and Wala.28 The assassination of the emperor and his family was
among the rumors going around in the palace circles; it is precisely this intention that certain sources
attribute to Bernard, the rebel king of Italy.29
Did other people try to realize such a plan? If so, no more favorable opportunity could be
found than during Holy Week, when one was almost completely sure that the entire royal family – or
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most of its members – as well as Louis’s closest counselors would be present at Aix-la-Chapelle30, and
be reunited, at a specific time known in advance, in the same building: the chapel. In addition, one
knew for certain when the procession would go out of the palace and return.
The historian cannot possess a comparable certainty. However, if the accident of April 9
were indeed part of a plot, the changes in Louis’s usual behavior, the long silence in the sources, the
journey to the borders of loyal Frisia, and finally, the accent of urgency that can be sensed in the
Ordinatio Imperii, become easier to explain.
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