
The Napoleonic Age

Born on the island of Corsica on 15th August 1769, Napoleon Bonaparte grew up in a family which 

was committed to liberating the island from French rule. Ironically enough, the failure of the Corsican 

liberation movement contributed to Napoleon’s personal success since his father, Carlo Buonaparte, 

eventually came to terms with the French rulers and became Corsica’s representative to the court of 

Louis XVI of France where he was made familiar with French culture and customs.

Having  learned  the  French  language  in  Autun*  and  having  been  taught  at  various  military 

academies*, Napoleon earned a scholarship to the elite Ecole Militaire where he was trained to be

come an artillery officer. This could have been the end of Napoleon’s curriculum vitae if France had 

not been disrupted by a series of violent struggles for liberty, equality, and brotherhood that came to be  

known as the French Revolution. It provided the strategically talented Napoleon with ample opportun

ities to prove his worth.

Napoleon, having been steeped in the ideas of liberty and freedom, made himself champion of the 

people’s cause and supported the Jacobin faction of the revolution. Finally, in 1794, an opportunity 

presented itself in the form of the siege of Toulon, a city which had rebelled against the republican 

government. It was Napoleon alone who devised and carried out a strategy to seize the city and to  

drive out of the city’s harbour the British navy which had supported the citizens of Toulon. Amongst  

many other victories that the young Napoleon should win for his various governments*, it was this  

particular one that paved the way for Napoleon’s magnificent military career. Not only did it ensure  

his promotion to Brigadier General, but it also gave him a certain aura of invincibility which eventu

ally made the Directory put him in charge of an army that was supposed to conquer Italy.

In a matter of days, Napoleon had managed to inspire a small, badly equipped and rather down

trodden army with determination and selfconfidence. This, in combination with advanced military 

skills, not only allowed him to defeat the seemingly superior Austrian army in 1797, but also to force  

Austria to sign a disgraceful peace treaty* that provided the Directory with control of northern Italy. 

Napoleon’s return to Paris was certainly triumphant and a conspicuous indication that he could be

come more popular than the Directory itself. Thus, it is not really surprising that the directors quickly  

seized the opportunity to send Napoleon to Egypt when he himself suggested that strategy in order to  

weaken the British. However, Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition was not successful since the French 

fleet was destroyed near Alexandria. But far from being devastated, Napoleon managed to cloak his 

defeat, and, upon hearing of rumours of the imminent disintegration of the Directory, Napoleon aban

doned the majority of his troops in Egypt in order to rush to Paris to overthrow the Directory himself 

in a coup in 1799*. 

It was then that Napoleon dedicated his energy to a thorough reorganisation of the French adminis

tration. Ultimately, he created a form of government – the Consulate – that can only be described as a  

dictatorship democratic in disguise. The most prominent democratic feature of this Consulate was the 

existence of three distinctly different branches of government: the executive branch, headed by Napo

leon himself as the “first Consul” and supported by two other Consuls of lesser importance; the legis

lative branch, represented by the Tribunate and the Legislative Assembly; and the judicial branch, con

sisting of independent judges. In reality, the first Consul held all of the power since the legislative 



branch did not have the authority to draft bills, but only to discuss and vote on bills that were presen 

ted by the first Consul. In addition to that, Napoleon had also managed to manipulate the election pro 

cess to such an extent that he could be sure that only people sympathetic to the first Consul would 

eventually be elected into the legislative bodies of the government. Finally, it was also Napoleon alone 

who appointed the judges. This seemingly democratic constitution was eventually submitted to the  

people for a vote. A vast majority of the French people actually voted in favour of the new constitution  

that basically made Napoleon king of France as he himself should point out later:  “The crown of 

France was lying on the ground. I picked it up with my sword.”

In order to retain his newly gained power, Napoleon immediately streamlined the French adminis

tration. He appointed all the officials in the 83 departments, thus creating a chain of command that ba

sically turned the French bureaucracy into a weapon to be wielded at Napoleon’s will. This ensured  

that all the decisions made in Paris would, in due course, also be carried out in the individual depart 

ments and provinces.

A further step in the consolidation of his power was the reconciliation with the Catholic Church. 

The Catholic faith which had been battled by the French revolutionaries once again became the faith 

of the majority of the French population. However, in the Concordat of 1801, Napoleon made sure that 

it would be the responsibility of the government to appoint bishops and to pay the salaries of all the  

priests in order to create a clergy that would be loyal to the state. 

 In a next step, Napoleon had to reconcile the very diverse French population. Therefore, he abol

ished all the laws that humiliated the aristocracy and even managed to lure back home a vast number 

of refugees who had left France during the Terror. In addition to that, he did not take away the personal 

freedom the middle class had gained in the course of the Revolution and refrained from restoring feud

al privileges and serfdom in the country, thus securing the relative prosperity of the common people.  

All these measures contributed to a reconstruction of French society. It was no longer birth and blood

lines that guaranteed success, but ambition, skill, and knowledge. Napoleon also organised the public 

education system which included primary schools, secondary schools, and even universities. However,  

it has to be mentioned that the new school system did not come free of charge and was mainly access

ible only to the more affluent part of the French population.

In 1804, Napoleon gave France a compendium of laws, commonly known as the Code Civil*, to  

lay the foundations for a just society. These laws ensured that every citizen was personally free and  

equal before the law. In addition, it guaranteed that private property was basically untouchable and that 

everybody had the same unlimited access to economic opportunities. However, despite all of these re

forms, French society was ultimately deprived of its political rights: the franchise existed in name  

only, the press was not at liberty to cover everything it saw fit, and the people were intimidated by Na

poleon’s network of spies. 

Finally, in 1804, Napoleon reached the pinnacle of his career by making himself Emperor Napo

leon I. At his moment of glory, he did not forget the French people and once again submitted his de

cision to them for a vote. It is needless to say that the result of that plebiscite* proved that virtually  

everybody in France wanted Napoleon to become emperor. Even when taking into account that the 

result of the plebiscite was certainly manipulated and that people afraid of Napoleon had not voted at 



all, we can still assume that the Emperor was well liked in France since he had managed to restore  

political order and to bring financial and economic success. 

Of course, Napoleon’s career had not gone unnoticed in the rest of Europe. In 1805, when Napo

leon’s Empire had already stretched itself beyond the borders of what the former French kings had 

claimed, a new coalition* consisting of England, Russia and Sweden was forged to put Napoleon in  

his place. This new coalition, however, had to realise that, despite the spectacular victory of Admiral  

Nelson in the naval battle of Trafalgar in 1805, it was not able to deliver the fatal blow to Napoleon  

since he proved invincible on land. With seeming ease, he defeated the allies in a bloody battle at Aus

terlitz on 2nd December 1805 and was thus able to reorganise Europe as he saw fit.

In Germany, Napoleon saw to it that his influence* on the many small, rather independent states 

increased. He eventually created the Confederation of the Rhine* consisting of 16 German states. With 

Napoleon as the Confederation’s protector, these states decided to leave the Holy Roman Empire, end

ing the long tradition of German emperors and forcing Francis II* to give up his title as emperor and 

to adopt the lesser title of Emperor of Austria. On the one hand, the rulers of the above mentioned 

states had reached a certain degree of sovereignty, but, on the other hand, they had consigned them

selves to a military alliance which should ultimately serve Napoleon. Thus, Napoleon had managed to  

create a well organized buffer zone between his own empire and Russia.

In 1806, Napoleon finally met his last enemy in continental Europe on the battlefield: Prussia. So 

far the Prussian King, Frederick William III*, had been rather undecided and had opted for a neutral 

role as far as the growth of the French empire was concerned. But, with the erection of the Confedera

tion of the Rhine, he was under a lot of pressure and believed that his status as a mighty and independ

ent king of an important country was finally threatened by Napoleon. He took up arms to defeat the 

French emperor. Things turned out differently than planned, however, and the allegedly mighty Prussi

an army suffered two humiliating defeats in Jena and Auerstedt at the end of 1806. In the disgraceful  

peace treaty of Tilsit in 1807, Prussia lost almost half of its territory and was forced to abandon its 

former might and glory.

Having virtually divided continental Europe between himself and the Czar of Russia, Napoleon 

then turned to his next enemy: England, which he derisively named “a nation of shopkeepers”. Since  

the British navy had proved to be too powerful for Napoleon, he had to resort to economic warfare. He  

was firmly convinced that once England had lost her foreign trade and unlimited access to her colon 

ies, the English could finally be forced into accepting peace on his terms. Therefore, Napoleon decided 

to put Britain under a large scale embargo by blocking all the ports under his control for trade with  

England. Of course, the British fought this Continental System* and set up a blockade of their own 

against the French. This economic war went on until 1812 without achieving Napoleon’s desired effect 

of defeating England.

The Portuguese, being dependant on trade with England, already breached the Continental System 

in 1807. Of course, Napoleon interpreted this step as an act of aggression and reacted by conquering  

Portugal. Then he seized Spain and made his brother Joseph king. But somehow Spain and Portugal  

refused to be turned into Napoleon’s “backyard” and proved to be places of continuous unrest and re

bellion.



The people defeated by Napoleon did not automatically hate the French emperor. On the contrary, 

he was very often well liked since he represented a modern state that guaranteed an efficient adminis

tration and, above all, promised to bring equality to the conquered people. Napoleon always made sure 

not only to reorganise the administration of his former adversaries, but also to introduce the Code Civil 

in their territories. In the course of time, however, Napoleon’s rule was felt to be a burden since he not  

only placed members of his very own family on the thrones of the countries he had defeated, but also 

took the liberty to use everything within these countries as he saw fit. Eventually, these methods gave  

rise to a surge of nationalism throughout Europe that instilled a feeling of patriotism in the people. 

Countries defeated and humiliated by Napoleon made good use of this patriotic sentiment. In Prussia,  

for example, Freiherr vom und zum Stein and Karl August von Hardenberg saw the need to reform  

their country in order be able to get rid of Napoleon’s supremacy in the future. They modernised Prus

sia by abandoning old feudal privileges and giving the common people the idea that they were citizens 

rather than subjects of the king. Above all, it was the army that was modernised and taught how to deal  

with Napoleon’s strategies. Thus, we can safely assume that underneath the veneer of Napoleon’s rule  

of Europe, antiFrench sentiment boiled, creating an atmosphere that only required a single spark to 

ignite. 

Finally, in 1812, it was the Czar of Russia, Alexander I, who decided to stand up to Napoleon once 

again by fighting Napoleon’s Continental System and resuming trade with Britain. Of course, this put  

Napoleon in a difficult position since he could not tolerate such behaviour by a French ally. Being con

vinced of his own military skills and of the loyalty of his soldiers, Napoleon led an army of about  

600,000 soldiers into Russia in order to put Alexander in his place. However, this Grand Army con

sisted not only of ardently fighting French soldiers, ready to lay down their lives for Napoleon, but  

also of a vast number of soldiers and officers from Napoleon’s former enemies who were not really 

keen on fighting and winning this war for Napoleon. 

Despite these portents, Napoleon led his army east into Russia on 24th June 1812. But the Russian 

army refused to meet the emperor head on in battle and slowly retreated before the advancing French 

troops into the country. On their wellordered retreat, the Russians burned and destroyed crops and 

everything else that might support Napoleon’s advance. Napoleon, failing to realise the danger eman

ating from this scorchedearth policy*, relied on his own supply lines and even managed to capture 

Moscow in September 1812. However, he had to realise that the Russians had not even refrained from 

setting  their  very  own capital  on  fire,  destroying everything  that  Napoleon’s  soldiers  might  have 

needed. At the same time, Russian soldiers also engaged in attacking the Grand Army’s long supply 

line from France, thus leaving Napoleon no option but to retreat to France especially as the grim Rus

sian winter threatened to take over the country. The retreat of  the Grand Army turned into a real  

tragedy since the French supply lines had already caved in, the Russian winter had started to flex its  

muscles, and the Russian Cossacks constantly attacked the Grand Army. All this led to an eventual col

lapse of discipline and order. The Grand Army finally fell apart* when Napoleon himself abandoned  

his soldiers to hurry back to Paris. Finally, it was the Prussian General Yorck who allowed the pursu 

ing Russian army to enter Eastern Prussia to carry the war into territory formerly dominated by Napo

leon. This eventually made many monarchs break their alliances with France, and they joined forces to  

battle what was left of Napoleon’s military might.



Once again, however, Napoleon refused to give in and hastily gathered his forces consisting of  

Frenchmen and the Confederation of the Rhine – apart from Bavaria which had already switched alli 

ances – to rescue his empire. The ensuing showdown took place at Leipzig in Saxony in 1813. There,  

Napoleon’s united forces faced the mighty alliance of Russia, Austria, England, Sweden, and Prussia  

whose troops were especially motivated since the Prussian people had soaked up strong nationalist  

convictions and were ready to lay down their lives for the principles of equality, liberty, and the forma

tion of the German Nation. This new alliance proved to be too strong for Napoleon. He was defeated 

and forced to retreat into France where the allies even managed to capture Paris in 1814. Finally, Na 

poleon acknowledged his defeat and was willing to abandon his claims to the throne of France. Then 

the allies banned him from France to the island of Elba where he was supposed to stay until his death.

One year later, while the allies and representatives of France were assembled in Vienna to make 

peace and to reorganise Europe, Napoleon managed to escape from his prison to make one last attempt  

at regaining his empire. After he had landed in France, he swiftly assembled an army to fight his last  

battle for him. Despite tremendous efforts on the French side, Napoleon suffered his final defeat at  

Waterloo, near Brussels.  This time the allies decided to send him to the rather bleak island of St. 

Helena in the AtlanticOcean and also placed guards there to make sure that he would never be able to 

leave his prison again. The allies were successful,  and Napoleon remained on St. Helena until  his  

death in 1821.
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