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Napoleon’s time of fame started in 1789, with the assassination of the governor of the Bastille and lasted less than 30 years. Napoleon had a big impact on Europe, and was able to bring France back to her original power economically, militarily and culturally after the revolution. Napoleon Bonaparte was born on August 15, 1769 in Corsica in a poor noble family. He entered the Royal Military Academy at the age of ten. At the age of sixteen he was promoted to second lieutenant. He didn’t really want to have a military career but the death of his father and his family’s situation forced him to. He was an excellent mathematician which made him a good artillery engineer. One of his greatest passions was reading. He was also fascinated by art and luxury.
Background Information

Now we must see how Napoleon entered into the European picture starting with the French Revolution that started in 1789. France helped the Americans in their revolution for independence from the British. This however increased the national debt that no minister was able to deal with. New taxes needed to be levied, and for this to happen the three estates (aristocracy, clergy and everyone else) had to agree on it. Many of the French population knew that the complete overhaul of the current regime was required, and that for the assembly to meet once again result in no change.
The bourgeoisie wanted to have a bigger political role because of their greater number. Now the meeting on May 5, 1789 only discussed the financial issues and not the political problem. After this the third estate separated from the meeting on June 17 and called itself the National Assembly, joined by a few from the first and second estate. On June 20 the ‘Oath of the Tennis Court’ was sworn where they would stay in session until a new constitution was drafted. With the request of the king all the members of the first and second estate joined the Assembly on June 27 and on July 9 it became the Constituent Assembly. 
On July 14, 1789 the Parisians stormed the royal prison, the Bastille, killing its governor, and the revolution began. The Constituent Assembly made many changes which the king hesitated to sign. As a result the Parisians stormed the king’s palace. The Assembly lasted for two years and was replaced by the Legislative Assembly.

In 1792 Prussia and the Austrian Empire came to the aid of France but the Assembly saw this as a threat to their revolution and declared war. Because of this declaration, there was a riot in Paris and on August 10, 1792 the king’s palace, the Tuileries, was attacked and his family and him were imprisoned. This event signified the end of the monarchy and France became a Republic. A new constitution was drafted by the newly appointed Convention but did not represent all the French people.
During this time there was a war being fought against Austria and Prussia while domestically there was inflation, anarchy and a famine. Louis XVI and his wife were killed, and the nobles emigrated. Because of the Convention France ended up in the hands of a demagogue called Robespierre, and the age of Terror started. He killed tens of thousands of counter revolutionaries, and this lasted until July 17, 1794 when he was killed.
The Rise of Napoleon Bonaparte

On September 25, 1795 the constitution gave legislative power to two councils and executive power to the Directoire, which was led by the former captain of the navy Vicomte Barras. Before the Directoire was put up the provincial government had to deal with a riot in Paris and Barras turned to General Napoleon, who was on reserve duty, to calm down the situation. (Napoleon distinguished himself in 1793, when he was able to recapture Toulon from the English) After taking care of the riot he gained fame and Barras’s friendship. He fell in love with Barras’s mistress and was civilly married to her. Her name was Rose but he changed it to Josephine. She was a widow with two children and was seven years older than Napoleon and wasn’t able to conceive a child for him. As a wedding gift Barras gave Napoleon the command of the Italian Army.
Two days after the wedding on March 16 he left for Nice. He had 30,000 troops that were poorly equipped who were about to face 70,000 well equipped soldiers. He gave the men a very encouraging speech, and they were able to crush the combined forces of Sardinia, Austria and Piedmont. He achieved this by attacking each army separately. After this Napoleon went to fight the retreating Austrians and they had no choice but to surrender. France gained territory and Europe finally realized that there was a powerful man entering the European stage.

Napoleon was a natural diplomat since he was able to handle the peace negotiations without consulting the Directoire. The French government feared a coup d’état, where the army would seize control of the country. Napoleon didn’t do this but turned to England, his remaining enemy. To do this, he didn’t attack England, since it had a strong navy, but he wanted to cut off its wealth that came from India by conquering Egypt. He successfully took over Egypt in May 1798 but it wasn’t to last long. He wanted to impose the French ideals without conflicting with Egyptian customs, so he took with him mathematicians, chemists, doctors, etc… to do so.
The English commanded by Admiral Nelson finally arrived and besieged the Nile in August 1798, and the Turkish also declared war on France. With a political crisis rising at home Napoleon was forced to leave for France and leave the control of the army to General Kléber on October 16, 1799. But a year later the General was assassinated and the troops were forced to evacuate. This expedition was bad militarily but it had a significant cultural impact, since the Egyptians were fascinated by the French and the French were fascinated by the Egyptians.
Napoleon finally launched the coup d’état with no bloodshed on November 10, 1799. He set up a triumvirate of consuls where he was the first consul maintaining all the power and the other two were advisers. Napoleon was able to improve the economy, the military and the nobility returned from their immigration. Austria suffered two defeats and stopped the war with France. Russia and Spain followed suit, while England also signed a peace treaty on March 25, 1802.

Napoleon fixed the security, created a central bank, fixed the judicial system and restructured France, by setting up schools and libraries. He also passed many Bills where the most important one was the Code Civil. (March 21, 1804) He unified the country and made Catholic the official religion. He also refurnished the old palaces.

This peace was not to last for long, because in May 1803 England broke the Amiens treaty and the war reignited once again between France and Britain. Because of this Napoleon sold Louisiana which was in America to the US, since he knew that he would lose it to Britain and because he wanted money. Napoleon built up a strong navy to launch an attack on the British Isles. During these preparations France became a hereditary empire on May 18, 1804 with Napoleon as emperor. This was done to minimize the threats on his life. He modeled his empire according to the Carolingian Empire. (Frankish kings that ruled France and Prussia from the 8th to the 10th Century) So he was crowned by the Pope.
England anticipating a French victory made a treaty with Austria, Sweden and Russia to fight France. Napoleon ordered his Grande Armée to attack the Austrians from Boulogne. The attack came as a surprise with precision and speed on October 19, 1805. The rest of the Austrian forces with the Russians suffered a huge defeat on December 2, 1805 at Austerlitz. This defeat destroyed the Holy Roman Empire, creating many new ally kingdoms for France and changing the European political map.
Napoleon then attacked Prussia and on October 27, 1806 he conquered Berlin. Then on June 14 he defeated the Russians at Friedland. Napoleon and Czar Alexander discussed a peace treaty and agreed on the creation of the kingdom of Westphalia and the reemergence of Poland. This moment marked the height of Napoleon’s rule. Now he wasn’t able to defeat England so he declared an economic war on Britain where he and his allies boycotted British goods. This wasn’t enough to hurt the British, and it made France’s allies displeased and their economy’s’ suffered.
Napoleon placed Joseph Bonaparte as the ruler of Spain, after the abdication of King Carlos IV. This aroused conflict between the people of Spain. In 1808, while in Spain, Napoleon learned that the Austrians had violated the peace treaty, by mobilizing its troops. Austrian troops arrived in Bavaria on April 10, 1809. When Napoleon found out about the invasion by telegraph he left for Austria on April 17 to direct his army. The Austrians took refuge to the north of the Danube River after Regensburg was captured and they burnt all their bridges that went across the Danube. Vienna surrendered on May 13, but they had to wait until July 4 to cross the Danube and defeat the Austrian army with difficulty at Wagram. Austria was severely punished by the treaty of Vienna.

Napoleon’s Empire now included a big part of Italy, Germany, all of Holland and most of the states surrounding France. He controlled the greater part of Europe with his brothers and sisters ruling the different countries. There was one thing that he always longed for and that was an heir from a Christian marriage. His wife Josephine wasn’t able to conceive children, and while waiting for the bridge to be built for him to cross the Danube River, he fell in love with Maria Walewska and got her pregnant. This made him think more of an heir from a Christian marriage, so he divorced Josephine (she knew that it was coming and accepted it. Napoleon left her to live comfortably) and married Marie Louise, the eighteen-year-old daughter of the defeated Austrian Emperor, in 1810. She gave birth to a son on March 20, 1811 who was given the title, King of Rome. 

The Fall of Napoleon Bonaparte

Even though the European stage was calm, France still had many enemies. The most obvious one was England. Spain revolted undermining French authority. Russia was also was a problem. It opposed the creation of Poland and wasn’t happy when it boycotted British goods as France had demanded. So Russia started planning for an invasion of Poland and Napoleon perceived this. As a result Napoleon launched a huge military operation on Russia with 675,000 troops in June 1812. More than half these troops were not French since they were supplied by his allies, the German Princes. The time for such an attack was wrong since he was going to be attacking Russia during its winter, which was very cold. This event signified the beginning of the downfall of Napoleon. During the first part of the invasion Napoleon lost many horses and there were many deserters. Also the Russians were retreating into their vast land and burning everything left behind so that the French could use nothing. Once they defeated Moscow Napoleon barely had anymore resources and was forced to retreat to Poland in November 1812. Alexander ended up as the winner.   


At the end of 1812 Napoleon returned to Paris and reconstructed his army. In 1813 he fought the Russian and the Prussian army in Germany then, like a dominos set, each ally turned against Napoleon. The battle that marked the end of the First Empire took place on October 18, 1813 at Leipzig.

Napoleon was abdicated on April 6, 1814 at Fontainebleau and ostracized to the island of Elba. The Empress Marie Louise and their son were forced to stay behind. The brother of Louis XVI was named king, naming himself Louis XVIII, and the monarchy regime returned in June 1814. Napoleon discovered that the English were convincing its allies to send Napoleon to Saint Helena, which is an island in the south of the Atlantic. Seeing that the French people were not happy with the new monarchy he set about to reclaim his position as emperor. On March 20, 1815 after landing in Frejus with 600 troops in the South, and heading for Paris he was back as emperor. No obstacle was able to stop him and no blood was shed.

Napoleon promised to rule within France’s original borders, but no one believed him and 100 days later he was abdicated once again on June 22, 1815 after losing the battle at Waterloo on June 18, 1815. This time he was abdicated to Saint Helena and died there on May 5, 1821. Many people loved Napoleon because he made France the capital of Europe by modernizing and beautifying it. I would love to end this article with Napoleon’s words when he was describing his life, “What a novel my life is!” 

(Everything was summarized from The Age of Napoleon & Encyclopedia of Nationalism Volume 2)
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