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As Sören Kaschke notes in the introduction to his exhaustive new study, Frankish territorial divisions are 

often characterised by modern historians as symptomatic of disorder and conflict, with imperial unity 

regarded as the natural order of things or at least as a self-evident good. Kaschke’s sensitive but 

unpolemical analysis highlights the fundamental flaws in this assumption (which owes as much to the 

preoccupations of the war-torn twentieth century as it does to those of the ninth) and reveals a Frankish 

elite at ease with the concept of division. By positioning his work as a study in contemporary perceptions 

of the Frankish state, rather than as a constitutional-historical description of the »rules« of succession, he 

attempts to find new ways to approach a well-studied topic. The focus on perceptions means that the bulk 

of the book is made up of a mosaic of case-studies examining the representation of rulers’ sons in the 

narrative sources of the eighth and early ninth centuries. This takes Kaschke onto ground where tents 

have already been pitched by scholars such as Brigitte Kasten and Thilo Offergeld, whose voluminous 

contributions to the »MGH Schriften« series (1997 and 2001 respectively) he carefully dances around. 

The main body of the book also includes a close comparison of the three main written division documents 

of the early ninth century (806, 817, 831). Unfortunately, as far as the central topic is concerned the 

pickings are often slim. Under interrogation not many of Kaschke’s texts yield great insights into how the 

political roles of royal sons were perceived, so some of his case-studies are mainly notable for the detailed 

discussions of source-critical issues (provenance, dating etc) which begin each section, and for the finely-

nuanced route they plot through a forest of historiography. His analyses of the era’s lengthier narratives, 

particularly the »Earlier Metz Annals« with its possible connection to Charlemagne’s 806 division plan, are 

more rewarding. The broader argument, which modifies some aspects of the current consensus, is that 

equal division of the realm between all sons of a ruler remained the basic norm throughout this period. 

This was not an immutable law, but acted as a fixed point around which debates over the succession 

revolved. Succession disputes involved deployment of various overlapping sub-discourses, including the 

biblical duty of sons to obey their fathers, the obligation on fathers to recognise their sons’ hereditary 

rights, and the demand that the wider political community – »the Franks« – be able to participate. Factors 

like age and birth-legitimacy could also play a role in ranking potential claimants. Even Louis the Pious’s 

novel attempts (Ordinatio Imperii, 817) to graft the language of office onto these older norms can be seen 

as part of the same rhetorical spectrum, since he characterised the superiority of his eldest son Lothar 
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over his brothers as quasi-paternal. Kaschke’s text-by-text structure is nothing if not thorough, and in 

some respects it could be said to be user-friendly. The chronological ordering also allows the author to 

track some gradual developments such as, he argues, an increasing willingness to countenance the 

splitting-up of individual regna. At the same time, the approach produces a fair amount of repetition that 

might have been better consolidated into a more concise analysis. The discussion of the three division 

»capitularies« illuminates the texts’ relationship to each other, but the author omits an important dimension 

by opting for the most part not to dwell on the specific political circumstances that produced each of them 

(refusing even to speculate on the implications of the Ordinatio Imperii for the position of Bernard of Italy). 

A greater appreciation of power politics would surely enrich even a study of norms and perceptions. 

Although his decision to stop in 831 is more or less arbitrary, Kaschke’s taking of a long eighth-century 

perspective must be praised. By decentring the headline-grabbing novelties of the Ordinatio Imperii, this 

book reminds us that the ideology of territorial unity seen everywhere in the ninth century by modern 

historians was less of a driving force than a by-product of Carolingian politics.
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