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Napoleon Bonaparte to 1807Chapter 3

This chapter deals with the rise to power of Napoleon Bonaparte, and discusses whether his own abilities and 
ambitions were as important in this rise as the opportunities given to him by the Revolution and the Directory. It considers 
the significance of the domestic reforms passed when he was Consul of the Republic from 1799 to 1804. The reasons for 
the establishment of the Empire in 1804 are analysed and the impact on France of the change are considered. Finally, the 
chapter looks at the military abilities of Bonaparte and assesses how far his victories can be explained by his ‘genius’ and 
how far by looking at the favourable context in which he undertook his campaigns until 1807.

The key questions of this period to be considered are:

l How far did the early successes of Bonaparte to 1799 depend on his own abilities?
l To what extent was the Coup of Brumaire of 1799 a result of the weaknesses of the Directory?
l How great were the achievements of Napoleon’s reforms in France under the Consulate?
l How beneficial was the establishment of the Empire for France?
l How great were the military achievements of Napoleon 1799–1807?

This chapter will also focus on the skills of writing analytically and developing the crucial opening sentence of each 
paragraph in an essay answer. The chapter will stress the importance of the opening sentence of each paragraph 
and also of introducing an idea, which is linked to the question and that will be discussed throughout the paragraph 
before making a judgement about the issue. It will also explain what is meant by a descriptive answer and how 
to avoid writing this type of answer, which will score low marks. These skills will help to ensure that the actual 
demands of the question are addressed and you avoid simply writing all you know about the topic.

Timeline
1769 August Napoleon born in Corsica
1793 August–November Toulon campaign
1796 March Napoleon appointed Commander of Italian campaign
1798 July Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign

 November War of the Second Coalition
1799 November  Coup of Brumaire–Bonaparte took power

  Bonaparte First Consul
1801 July Concordat with the Pope
1802 May  Plebiscite confirmed Napoleon as Consul for Life
1803 May  Britain declared war on France, start of the Napoleonic 

Wars
1804 May  Civil Code promulgated
 December Napoleon crowned Emperor 
1805 April Third Coalition formed

October Naval defeat at Trafalgar ended any hope of invading Britain
October Napoleon’s victory at Ulm
December Napoleon won the Battle of Austerlitz against Austrians and 

Russians
1806 October Napoleon defeated Prussians at the Battles of Jena and 

Auerstädt
1807 June Russian defeated by Napoleon at Friedland

 Treaty of Tilsit
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Napoleon Bonaparte to 1807

Overview
The emergence of a military dictator as a consequence 
of the French Revolution had been foreseen by many 
and this chapter deals with the reasons for the rise 
of Bonaparte to become First Consul of the Republic, 
then Consul for Life and finally Emperor. This can be 
explained in terms of his own abilities and ambition. His 
campaign in Italy in 1796–97 was not only remarkable 
for its achievements, but also in the way that Napoleon 
promoted and publicised it. Like all campaigns of 
the day, it depended to a degree on luck and the 
weaknesses of opponents, but the young general 
brought a tremendous energy to his leadership and 
took every advantage of the limitations of his enemy. 
The subsequent expedition to Egypt did not yield 
results of a similar kind in terms of new territories, but 
it captured the public imagination.

By 1799, Bonaparte was the most talked about military 
leader in France and was already interested in a 
political career. France itself was suffering from political 
instability, economic deflation and a renewed coalition 
of European enemies who had regained some of the 
lands in Italy. Bonaparte agreed to support a coup to 
strengthen the Government. Even if the events were 
mismanaged, the aftermath was not, and he quickly 
dominated the new Government as First Consul. A 
successful military campaign increased his prestige 
further. It brought a period of peace in which he turned 
his energies to reforming France and increasing his 
own power. Napoleon was never a complete dictator, 
as his regime had liberal elements and his reforms 
extended some of the gains of the Revolution. However, 
it was fundamentally authoritarian and depended on 
his personal authority. This was extended when he 
became Emperor in 1804. The Empire was seen not as 
overthrowing the Revolution, but rather as the best way 

to preserve its gains and maintain stability, and to avoid 
a civil war if Napoleon died or was killed in battle.

The legitimacy of the Empire was, however, still 
doubtful and power still rested largely on continuing 
military success. This was achieved in a remarkable 
campaign in the War of the Third Coalition in 1805. In 
a fast-moving campaign, Austria was knocked out of 
the war in a few months and the two victories of Ulm 
in October 1805 and Austerlitz in December confirmed 
Napoleon’s place as a great military commander, even 
in the eyes of the most critical historians. A campaign 
against Prussia in 1806 achieved more success. French 
troops occupied two European capitals – Vienna 
and Berlin. The Tsar of Russia was brought to the 
negotiating table in 1807 after two battles – Eylau and 
Friedland. The campaigns of 1806 and 1807, though 
successful, had been less well fought. They depended 
on luck and sheer force of arms more than those 
of 1805. However, the overall achievements were 
remarkable and reinforced the authority of the Empire.

In some ways, the new Empire continued the policies of 
the Consulate. Napoleon did not become a constitutional 
monarch, but he was not a despot, enforcing laws 
by personal whim. He ruled in accordance with law, 
maintained some political discussion and sought 
to benefit France by further law reform, developing 
education and promoting industry. What was new was 
a degree of imperial ostentation in a grand court, great 
public buildings and the promotion of his family to royal 
status. Intended to impress, the results were somewhat 
tasteless and artificial. Dogged by concerns that his 
regime lacked real legitimacy, Napoleon continued 
warfare on an ever-increasing scale, knowing that failure 
would probably mean the end of his rule in a way that 
would not be true of his royal opponents.

How far did the early successes of Bonaparte to 1799 
depend on his own abilities?

The successes that Napoleon had between 1793 and 1799 were remarkable 
and owed much to his intelligence and personality, but also to some 
favourable circumstances.

Napoleon Bonaparte’s early life and character
Without the French Revolution it is difficult to see how Bonaparte could have 
gained the opportunities to demonstrate his military abilities. However, his 
personal characteristics were also of crucial importance to his early victories. 
He was born in Corsica in 1769, at a time when France had recently taken 
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control of the island. His father, Carlo, was a minor aristocrat and lawyer and 
was able to gain the favour of the French authorities by working for them. 
The French governor used his influence to secure an education for both 
Napoleon and his brother Joseph in France. It was important for the French 
to gain support among the leaders of Corsican society, as the island was 
notoriously difficult to control.

Napoleon made good use of his opportunities in France, though he 
was an outsider because of his Italianate appearance and accent. Isolated 
socially, especially at the aristocratic military academy in Paris, he studied 
mathematics, military theory, philosophy and history with an enthusiasm 
that was not typical of the military cadets of his day. He specialised in 
artillery, which was to stand him in good stead when he commanded on 
the battlefield, as it was a key weapon. However, there were few glittering 
prospects for him as a lieutenant in the garrison town of Auxerre until the 
Revolution brought more opportunities.

The impact of the Revolution
Inspired by the enthusiasm for change that the events of 1789 brought 
about, Bonaparte went back to Corsica and took part in attempts to spread 
the Revolution. However, he became involved in local power struggles, 
which made the island too dangerous for both himself and his family, and 
they moved to France. This was a key development. Bonaparte made some 
key friendships in Paris. His association with the Jacobins, especially with 
Robespierre’s brother Augustin and the Corsican Jacobin deputy Saliceti, 
led to his promotion to be Commander of Artillery of the French forces of 
the Army of the South at Toulon. In 1793, Bonaparte found himself in a key 
position in Toulon and began a series of military successes that were to take 
him to overall power in France by 1799.

Toulon
Napoleon owed his appointment to his political connections. The British 
seizure of the major naval base at Toulon in 1793 was of major importance. 
The Revolution was in danger from enemies both inside and outside France. 
Napoleon provided the plan that led to the recapture of the city by taking 
the heights which overlooked the port. He made effective use of artillery 
and he showed personal courage, suffering a bayonet wound in the leg in 
the fighting. It led to Bonaparte being given promotion to Brigadier General 
at the age of 24 in December 1793. He became a nationally-known figure 
because of his own ability and also because of the political contacts that had 
allowed him to persuade his superiors to adopt his successful plan.

The Campaign in Italy, 1796–97
There are two remarkable aspects to this campaign – how such a young and 
relatively inexperienced soldier gained a key command and how he achieved 
such great outward success so quickly.

How did Bonaparte gain command of the army in Italy? 
Political influence could be dangerous. When the Jacobins fell in 1794, 
Bonaparte was placed under house arrest, but influential friends ensured 
his release. Eager to avoid a command fighting the rebels of the Vendée, he 
put forward plans to drive the Austrians out of Italy. However, it was politics 
that gave him the chance to put this into operation. The Government faced 
popular unrest and needed military force to protect them from the Paris mob 

Joseph Bonaparte 
(1768–1844)

Joseph was Napoleon’s elder brother 
and was educated in France. He 
became a politician and diplomat 
and helped his brother to power in 
1799. Ambassador to Rome, he was 
chosen to replace King Ferdinand IV 
of Naples, who had joined Austria 
against Napoleon in 1805, and then 
he was moved to be King of Spain 
in 1808. In both countries, he tried 
to be a reforming monarch. After 
Napoleon’s downfall, he lived in 
the USA, before finally returning to 
France.

Augustin Robespierre  
(1763–94)

Augustin was the younger brother 
of Maximilien and, like him, a 
lawyer from Arras. He was a 
deputy in the Convention of 1792 
and was political representative 
to the army of Italy in 1794. 
He befriended Bonaparte. He 
shared his brother’s fate and was 
guillotined after the Coup of 
Thermidor.

Antoine Christophe Saliceti 
(1757–1806)

Saliceti was an early patron of 
Bonaparte. A Corsican lawyer, he 
was elected Deputy for Corsica to 
the Estates General in 1789 and then 
became a supporter of Robespierre. 
He was a political representative 
at Toulon and was influential in 
promoting Bonaparte to command 
the artillery and supported his 
appointment in Italy. Opposed to 
Brumaire (see pages 81–82), he 
nevertheless was used by Bonaparte 
as a diplomat.
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and royalist sympathisers. Bonaparte’s former supporter, Barras whom he had 
known at Toulon, recommended him. His artillery dispersed the hostile crowds 
on 13 Vendemiare (5 October 1795) with the famous ‘whiff of grapeshot’.

Firing cannon point blank at crowds in narrow streets was not a great 
military feat, but it earned him promotion to command the Army of the 
Interior. More personal links helped his career. Barras, one of the directors, 
had a mistress called Josephine de Beauharnais. As Barras tired of her, 
Bonaparte became infatuated by her social and sexual sophistication. This 
helped him to establish links with Barras and meant that he moved in the 
right circles. He also had defended the Government and had a good record 
in Toulon. Consequently, in March 1796, he was appointed to command the 
French army in Italy.

How important were Bonaparte’s achievements in Italy?
The traditional picture, derived from Bonaparte’s own writings, is of a brilliant 
young general revitalising a ragbag and demoralised army. However, Napoleon 
exaggerated the problems and, in fact, he commanded experienced troops.
The campaign he fought in 1796 aimed to divide his enemies – the troops 
of Austria and its Italian ally, the state of Piedmont, and to take the 
French army into the fertile plains of northern Italy. There, his armies 

Paul, Vicomte de Barras 
(1755–1829)

Barras was a professional soldier of 
aristocratic descent. He became a 
member of the Convention of 1792 
and met Bonaparte at Toulon. He 
helped to overthrow Robespierre 
and used Bonaparte to defend 
the Government, of which he was 
a member 1795–99. He helped 
to arrange Bonaparte’s marriage 
and backed his promotion to Italy, 
and was persuaded to support 
the coup of 1799. Rich, corrupt 
and immoral, he was side-lined 
politically after 1799.

Josephine de Beauharnais 
(1763–1814)

Josephine de Beauharnais (Marie 
Josèphe Rose Tascher de la Pagerie) 
came from Martinique in the 
French West Indies. She married 
Alexandre de Beauharnais when 
her family fell on hard times, but 
he was guillotined in 1794 and she 
nearly shared his fate. Mistress of 
Barras, she met Napoleon in 1795 
and married him in March 1796. 
Both were unfaithful. She became 
a reluctant Empress in 1804, but 
Napoleon divorced her in 1810.

  Empress Josephine in 1804. She had 
tired of Bonaparte and thought the 
move to become Emperor unwise. By 
1804, she could not provide an heir. 
Her portraits never show her smiling 
because of her bad teeth. Unfaithful 
to Bonaparte during the Italian 
campaign, his letters to her from Egypt 
nevertheless reveal his captivation by 
the physical side of their marriage. The 
letters were intercepted by the British 
and made salacious, if entertaining, 
reading in English newspapers
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could live off the land; he could spread revolution, plunder the rich cities and 
open up the way for an invasion of Austria from the south.

Austria was one of France’s major enemies along with Britain and Prussia 
in the Revolutionary War. Since 1714 it had control of the Duchy of Milan 
and was allied to the Italian state of Piedmont-Sardinia. Tuscany was ruled 
by relatives of the Austrian Habsburg Emperor. Italy at that time did not 
exist as a separate country, so Bonaparte’s so-called ‘Italian campaign’ was 
really a war against Austria and its Italian allies. The French aimed to defeat 
the Piedmontese and then advance into the Austrian Tyrol through Milan. 
The war spread into the territory of the Venetian Republic, invaded by both 
French and Austrian forces.

Rapid movement and concentration of Napoleon’s forces resulted in a series 
of French victories in April. The Piedmontese made peace, and Bonaparte 
entered Milan. However, he had failed to take the key fortress of Mantua 
and faced Austrian counter-attacks. Elderly Austrian commanders faced a 
highly dynamic French general who moved faster and kept his opponents’ 
forces divided. Much was made of heroic incidents such as the storming of 
the bridge at Lodi and Bonaparte’s personal involvement in the assault on 
another bridge at Arcola. Austrian attacks were driven off at Castiglione and 
finally, in a three-day battle, the Austrians were defeated at Rivoli.

Not only did Bonaparte set up a new state in Italy, the Cisalpine Republic, 
but he invaded the Papal States and took key territories from the Pope. He 
also occupied the great city of Venice. Finally he personally negotiated the 
Treaty of Campo Formio, 1797, which gave France the Austrian Netherlands 
and the Cisalpine Republic (Lombardy), and ceded Venice to Austria. A steady 
stream of plunder back to Paris also ensured that the riches of Northern Italy 
paid his men. He returned to Paris in December 1797 to a hero’s welcome. 
The rapid movement of his armies; his use of artillery; his ability to divide
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The Battle of Rivoli, 14–16 
January 1796

This was a defensive battle. 
Austrian armies advanced to 
relieve the French siege of Mantua. 
Napoleon rushed forces to stop the 
main Austrian army and defended 
the plateau at Rivoli. A smaller force 
held off Austrian attacks, weakened 
because the Austrians divided their 
forces. Then, French reinforcements 
arrived and, by determined 
fighting, drove the Austrians off 
and Bonaparte pursued them 
vigorously. The battle was a turning 
point in the war.

 Northern Italian states  
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his enemies; his concentration of force; his skilful and heroic speeches 
to motivate his forces; and his ability to glamorise his achievements in 
dispatches, all indicated that his success was a result of his own military 
abilities and skills as a publicist. Successes were shamelessly exaggerated and 
defeats hidden from the public. Heroic, if misleading, pictures of his exploits 
circulated widely in France 

However, political circumstances had given him the chance to lead: his 
ability to cultivate influence among top people was as important as his 
military ability. His enemies were divided and he was lucky that Piedmont 
made a quick peace. The Austrian decision to make terms in 1797 owed much 
to the threat they were under from other French generals in Europe and was 
not merely a consequence of their defeats in Italy.

How much of the Italian campaign is legend?
The Italian campaign was presented to the French public in reports sent back 
by Bonaparte, which became part of a heroic legend. This helped Napoleon 
become a popular hero and was a key reason why he gained power in 1799. 
However, the reality did not always match up to the myth.

His appeal to his forces when he first arrived in Italy is supposed to have 
inspired them:

Soldiers you are naked, ill-fed: though the government owes you much. It can give 
you nothing ... I want to lead you into the most fertile plains of the world.

However, this story was actually concocted after Napoleon’s defeat in 1815 
and the message was not actually delivered in 1796.
■ The army of Italy was not a small, decrepit and weak force. It was a battle 

hardened force of 41,000. It faced larger forces, a Piedmontese army of 
25,000 and an Austrian army of 38,000. However, these enemy forces did 
not have a unified command.

■ Bonaparte was fortunate that Piedmont decided to give up without a 
decisive defeat. One initial attack on the Piedmontese at Ceva was repulsed 
and he was lucky that they decided to fall back towards Turin to link 
up with the Austrians. He was also lucky that Piedmont decided to seek 
a separate peace – something the Piedmontese Government had been 
contemplating since before Bonaparte’s appointment.

■ Some successes were exaggerated. The Austrians were already withdrawing 
when Bonaparte attacked the bridge at Lodi. The bridge at Arcola was not 
actually taken, and Bonaparte fell into the river while rallying his men.

■ The campaign from July 1796 to January 1797 was not always mobile. 
Bonaparte struggled to take the key fortification of Mantua, which held 
out for eight months.

■ His occupation of Northern Italy was characterised by plunder and by the 
hostility of the Italian people.

■ He did not constantly press the Austrians but rather had to meet 
dangerous counter-attacks. Caught by surprise by an Austrian attack 
to relieve Milan, Bonaparte brilliantly improvised a f lank attack while 
holding the central position, and defeated the Austrians at Castiglione 
in 1796. In January 1797, a last major Austrian offensive was launched. 
The Austrians skilfully deployed and hemmed in the French at Rivoli. 
Here, sheer energy and determination were decisive rather than brilliant 
manoeuvring. However, Bonaparte responded quickly to an Austrian 
threat to save Mantua. Rapid movement saved the day and finally Mantua 
gave in on 2 February 1797.

Battle of Ceva, 16–17 
April 1796

This was an unsuccessful attack 
on a well-fortified Piedmontese 
position. It followed more 
successful attacks in April which 
had hit the gap between the 
Piedmontese and Austrian forces 
and drove both back. The attack 
on Ceva saw greater French than 
Piedmontese losses (600 to 150). 
The Piedmontese commander 
nevertheless decided to withdraw, 
a lucky decision for Bonaparte 
rather than the result of a well-
planned victory.

The Bridge at Lodi, 10  
May 1796

Bonaparte was pursuing the 
Austrian forces after the 
withdrawal of Piedmont from the 
war, and encountered a rear-guard 
at the bridge over the River Adda 
at Lodi. He personally positioned 
artillery and spurred on his forces 
to cross the bridge. However, 
the Austrians continued their 
retreat and Napoleon was not 
able to bring his enemy to battle. 
Nevertheless, the incident boosted 
his reputation with the army and 
led to his nickname ‘the little 
corporal’.
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