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			Napoleon Bonaparte

			Key information

			
					Born: 15 August 1769 in Ajaccio (Corsica).

					Died: 5 May 1821 on Saint Helena (British island in the South Atlantic Ocean).

					Main achievements: while trying to establish a compromise between the Ancien Régime and the fundamental achievements of the French Revolution (1789), he laid the groundwork for the contemporary world.

			

			Introduction

			There are similarities between the beginning and end of Napoleon’s life: he was born on an island under Bourbon reign, and he died on another island ruled over by another Bourbon king. However, between those two events he was to change the face of Europe, and practically of the world, following a rapid ascension which in just ten years led him to military, political and administrative domination of an entire continent.

			A general during the Revolution at the age of 26, head of government at 30, Emperor at 35: this extraordinary fate for a man from a modest background can certainly be explained by his exceptional qualities, but also by the national and international context of his time. He arrived on the scene in the early 1800s as the saviour of the Revolution, and to secure it from both internal enemies (fierce royalists and uncompromising republicans) and external enemies (Austria, Russia, Prussia and above all Britain), he had no other choice but to seize power, with the support of the majority of French citizens.

			He had to tread a fine line and make a series of decisions aimed at placating the royalists – by implementing the Concordat and granting amnesty to émigrés (French aristocrats who had fled following the Revolution) – and at satisfying the republicans – by safeguarding the achievements of the Revolution, whether they were civic, such as equality, or territorial, such as Belgium. He also had to silence any opposition, by executing the Duke of Enghien on the one hand and by eliminating the power of the assemblies on the other. Lastly, he needed to participate in wars with increasing economic, financial and human costs.

			In short, Napoleon was unremittingly devoted to establishing and maintaining peace, both outside and inside the borders of his state. His raison d’être began with peace. The French were grateful to him for putting an end to ten years of anarchy and internal divisions, and the European peace treaties he signed were always warmly welcomed by the public. Peace also enabled him to build and reform the country, notably by establishing the civil institutions, such as the Bank of France, on which France still relies today. Napoleon was at least as much an administrator as he was a conqueror.

			Unlike a monarch from an established dynasty, or a president whose power is secured by institutions, Napoleon never had any legitimacy other than that which he created for himself. This legitimacy, despite his best efforts to embed it in history, would still remain fragile in the eyes of the French population, and would never be recognised by European monarchies, who would continue to fight him until his eventual downfall.

		


		
			The life of Napoleon Bonaparte

			A childhood in Corsica

			Napoleon Bonaparte was born on 15 August 1769 in Ajaccio, Corsica, when the island had just been annexed by France (1768), to a family of the lower nobility, well-off without being rich. His father, re-allied to the French party, was a lawyer for the Council of the Twelve Nobles of Dila then made Deputy of the Nobility of Corsica in 1777. Napoleon went to the continent for the first time in 1778 to begin his military training, first at the royal academy in Brienne, then at the École Militaire in Paris, from where he graduated as an artillery officer in 1785. He was an excellent pupil throughout his studies, but had a melancholy and solitary temperament.

			
				
					Napoleon’s family

					Eight of the fourteen children of Carlo Buonaparte (1746-1785) and Maria Letizia Ramolino (1750-1836) survived. Joseph (1767-1844), future King of Naples and of Spain, was the oldest and Napoleon the second, followed by Lucien (1775-1840), Elisa (1777-1820), Grand Duchess of Tuscany, Louis (1778-1846), future King of Holland, Pauline (1780-1825), Caroline (1782-1839), Queen of Naples and wife of Joachim Murat (1767-1815), and finally Jérôme (1784-1860), future King of Westphalia. The family were sometimes unruly and troublesome for Napoleon, but he used them to cement his power by placing them on the thrones of European monarchies.

				

			

			From 1785 to 1793, Napoleon, despite being a French officer, was completely focused on Corsica, as he saw his future there. As he was anti-French at this point, he became involved with Pasquale Paoli (1725-1807), leader of the party of patriots who were against French occupation, whom he would break from in 1793 when Paoli became too counterrevolutionary for his liking. From 1789 to 1793, due to military leave of absence and dismissal, he spent the equivalent of three years in Corsica, and thus missed the Revolution that was happening in the capital.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Napoleon initially wanted to become a writer. He wrote a book on the history of Corsica when he was young, as well as two or three works of fiction, including Clisson et Eugénie. He would maintain this passion for writing throughout his life.

				

			

			His ascension

			He managed to rejoin national history when, after being forced to flee Corsica with his family, he recommenced service in the revolutionary armies, for both financial and ideological reasons. He was first noticed during the Siege of Toulon, taken back from the British in December 1793, but it was his suppression of the royalist insurrection in Paris in October 1795 (13 Vendémiaire) which marked the real turning point in his career. General Vendémiaire, as he was nicknamed, then frequented high society, where he met Joséphine (1763-1814), the widow of Alexandre de Beauharnais (1760-1794), whom he married in March 1796, at the age of 27.
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			Watercolour by Berthault depicting the attack on the National Convention of 13 Vendémiaire Year 4.

			
				
					Joséphine

					Born Marie-Josèphe-Rose Tascher de La Pagerie in Martinique to a rich family of colonists, Rose, whom Napoleon would later call Joséphine, married Alexandre de Beauharnais in 1779. The couple had two children, Eugène (1781-1824) and Hortense (1783-1837), who would marry Louis Bonaparte in 1802 and give birth to Napoleon Louis, the future Napoleon III (1808-1873). Although Joséphine was notoriously unfaithful to him at the beginning of their relationship, Napoleon shared his life with her until 1809, when he spurned her for being unable to give him an heir. He would still feel affection for this woman until the end of his life, as, due to her contacts and social skills, she would significantly contribute to his rise.

				

			

			The victories of the First Italian Campaign (1796-1797) against Austria and the Treaty of Campo Formio that resulted from it played a key role in young Napoleon’s glory, and he was elected to the Institut de France on 25 December 1796. Worried about his high status, the Directory sent him to Egypt (1798-1799) with the aim of blocking the route to the Indies from the British. The campaign failed, but Napoleon paradoxically gained power and fame from it: its exoticism and the successful scientific results of the voyage would be remembered. When he returned, the great political instability that rocked Paris at the time gave him an opportunity to seize power.

			Culmination

			The coup d’état of 18 Brumaire (9 November 1799) marked the beginning of the Napoleonic saga. Having been made First Consul in 1800, then Consul for Life in 1802, he was crowned Emperor on 2 December 1804. Until 1808, his power knew no limits. He conquered the various coalitions created to fight him, notably by Britain, Austria, Russia and Prussia, and gradually annexed a large area of Europe. Keen to defeat Britain, he launched a decree for a continental blockade in 1806, a crucial system in the fight against the island.

			Napoleon was also a great reformer. As well as the institutions, in 1801 he established the Concordat, which re-established links between France and the papacy and proclaimed religious freedom. At the same time, he managed to fix the country’s finances and economy by establishing a stable currency, the franc germinal.

			However, for many people, he went too far when he created the titles of nobility of the First French Empire in 1808, married Marie Louise of Austria (1791-1847), the great-niece of Marie-Antoinette (1755-1793), in 1810, and held Pope Pius VII (1742-1823) captive from 1809 to 1813 to force him to close the Papal States to British trade.

			Downfall

			From 1808 onwards, the fate of the Empire took a turn for the worse. Initially, there was the rut caused by the military situation in Spain, which Napoleon was occupying to defend his territory from the British, who were trying to defy the blockade, then the resuming of the war with the Allies, which culminated in 1812 with the disastrous Russian Campaign. Gradually the Allies won back the territories conquered by France, until they arrived at the gates of Paris in March 1814. After bidding farewell to his Old Guard, he abdicated on 6 April 1814 at Fontainebleau. A few days later, he tried to poison himself.

			He was exiled to the island of Elba (Italian island on the Tyrrhenian Sea), where he was authorised to reign under his title of Emperor, but from where he fled on 26 February 1815 to regain power in Paris, taking advantage of the discontent caused by Louis XVIII’s (1755-1824) return to the throne. Thus began the Hundred Days period, during which Napoleon summoned the country’s last strength, and which ended with a second abdication on 22 June, four days after their defeat at Waterloo by the Allies.
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			Napoleon leaving Elba, on 26 February 1815, painting by Joseph Beaume, 1836.

			He briefly hoped to seek refuge in America but, refusing to flee, he handed himself over to the British who deported him to Saint Helena, where he died in 1821 after six years in captivity. It was not until 1840 that Louis Philippe had his remains repatriated to France in a grand ceremony, and buried them at the Hôtel des Invalides, where they remain to this day.

			
				
					Napoleon’s death

					The doctors who performed the autopsy on Napoleon’s body in the days following his death attributed it to stomach cancer. Modern researchers, after analysing the various reports from the autopsy, lean more towards the hypothesis of an aggravated gastric ulcer. Conversely, the theory of arsenic poisoning, which has also been suggested, has been refuted by most historians.

				

			

		


		
			Context

			Corsica

			In 1768, Corsica was sold to France by the Republic of Genoa, which had dominated the island since the 14th century, but was now unable to suppress the rebellions of Corsican nationalists led by Pasquale Paoli. The patriots were defeated once and for all by French troops two months before Napoleon was born. Corsica was thus divided into two rival factions: those in favour of annexation by France, including Carlo Buonaparte, and the pro-Paoli separatists, to whom Napoleon would become close. The separatists split during the Reign of Terror (1792-1794) between those in favour of Britain and those in favour of the National Convention (French revolutionary government). Paoli preferred the former, Napoleon the latter, hence their split and the Bonaparte family’s escape to the continent. Paoli entrusted Corsica to the British until it was recaptured by the Italian army in April 1796.

			The First Coalition (1792-1797)

			Initially moderate in its principles and views, the Revolution accelerated from 1792 onwards, with France proving itself aggressive towards neighbouring monarchies. The abolition of the constitutional monarchy in September 1792, the beheading of Louis XVI on 21 January 1793 and the expansionist leanings of the revolutionaries aggravated the situation considerably, which would lead to the First Coalition formed by Austria, the Kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia and Great Britain, among others. Faced with this threat, the Revolution mobilised all the nation’s resources. This was the context when Napoleon arrived on the continent and rid Toulon of the British, then led his First Italian Campaign against Austria and signed the Treaty of Campo Formio, which put an end to the First Coalition on 18 October 1797.

			
				
					European powers at the end of the 18th century

					Other than France, there were five large state entities in Europe at the end of the 18th century, starting with those ruled by the House of Habsburg, then represented by Francis II (1768-1835). This was the Holy Roman Empire, which was formed of many small states that roughly correspond to modern-day Germany, the Czech Republic, Belgium, Northern Italy and Hungary. The other main powers were Great Britain, Russia – where Paul I (1754-1801) reigned, followed by Alexander I (1777-1825) – Spain and Prussia, initially part of the Holy Roman Empire but which the conquests of Frederick II (1712-1786) had extended to Poland and modern-day Lithuania.

					As well as these five major entities, there was the Dutch Republic, made up of part of the modern-day Netherlands; the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, run by the Bourbons, made up of Southern Italy and Sicily; the Papal States of central Italy; the Kingdom of Sardinia, which included the island itself and the Italian Piedmont; and finally Portugal and Switzerland.
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			The First Republic (1792-1799)

			Napoleon made his military début during the Reign of Terror, an episode of the Revolution in which the Convention, dominated by the Jacobins (republican extremists), perpetrated mass killings and made many arbitrary decisions. This troubled period ended on 28 July 1794 with the execution of the most radical fringe of the Jacobins, which Maximilien Robespierre (1758-1794) and his brother Augustin (1763-1794), a friend of Napoleon, were part of. After an attempt to develop the Convention, it was removed and a new constitution instated the Directory on 26 October 1795. Of the five directors then inaugurated, the most significant was Paul Barras (1755-1829), who called on Napoleon in October 1795 to help him suppress the royalist insurrection in Paris. The young general then moved in powerful circles.

			The 18 Brumaire coup d’état

			However, this form of government soon showed its weaknesses and its inability to defend itself against internal enemies (essentially royalists) and external enemies alike. The Second Coalition was put in place at the end of 1798 when the First Coalition had just disbanded, and caused a number of setbacks for the Directory. It thus seemed urgent for one of its last directors, Emmanuel Sieyès (1748-1836) to announce a new constitution establishing a stronger government. To help him with this process, he needed the support of a military man and chose Napoleon, who had just returned from Egypt. But the general managed to use the coup d’état, which took place on 18 Brumaire, Year VIII (9 November 1799), to his advantage: the other two Consuls, Jean Jacques de Cambacérès (1753-1824) and Charles François Lebrun (1739-1824) were made subordinate to him.
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			Bonaparte at the Council of Five Hundred, in Saint-Cloud, on 10 November 1799, painting by François Bouchot, 1840.

			The situation in 1800

			When Napoleon became head of the Consulate established in the Constitution of the Year VIII, France was exhausted following ten years of revolution and civil and foreign wars, to the extent that nobody opposed his takeover, which happened without violence

			
			France alone against the world

			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			Back to normal
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