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From Emperor of the French to humiliation 
and exile, learn more about Napoleon’s life

1798–1801 
In charge of military 
campaign in Egypt

1795 
5 October  Suppresses 
attack on the Directory

1802 
20 May  Restores 
slavery in the French 
Caribbean by revoking 
law of 1794 which 
had abolished it

1805 
21 October  British fleet destroys 
French and Spanish fleets in Battle of 
Trafalgar, ending Napoleon’s maritime 
ambitions and establishing British control 
of the oceans for the next century
2 December  French victory over 
Austria and Russia in the Battle of 
Austerlitz (Battle of the Three Emperors)

1796–7 
Italian campaign 
against Austria 
brings him fame 
and popularity

1799 
After returning secretly to France 
in August, plots the overthrow 
of the Directory (9 Nov), 
declaring himself First Consul

Rise
Napoleon rose from being a minor aristocrat 
from the remote island of Corsica to become the 
most powerful person of his time, making himself 
King of Italy and Emperor of France. He was 
crowned by the Pope himself who was dragged 
reluctantly from Rome to attend a ceremony in 
which Napoleon placed the imperial crown on 
his own head, underlining that he accepted no 
authority higher than his own. 

He rose rapidly through the ranks of the 
army, gaining fame on 5 October 1795 when he 
suppressed an attempted royalist uprising against 
the new government, the revolutionary Directory. 
Following this success he was sent on vital military 
engagements against Austria in Italy (1796–7) 
followed by a famous but less successful expedition 
to Egypt, where he was cut off by Nelson’s naval 
success and had to return without his army or 
ships. Nonetheless, his personal prestige was now 
greater than that of his government patrons and 
on 9 November 1799 he overthrew the Directory 
to take personal power. In 1804, Napoleon staged 
his coronation in Notre Dame.

Rule
His career in power is noted for unprecedented 
but incomplete military success and the 
consolidation of a new French nation 
state which replaced the old monarchy. 
Napoleon’s power was at its peak around 
the time of the Battle of Austerlitz (1805) 
and the triumphal Treaty of Tilsit (1807), in 
which even Tsar Alexander I of Russia had to 
accept Napoleon’s terms. Napoleon’s armies 
roamed the continent and he placed his 
generals and relatives as rulers, princes, even 
kings, in French dominated territories from 
southern Italy to Sweden. He established 
the Continental System, preventing trade 
between Britain and Europe, in an effort to 
bring Britain to its knees.

1804 
21 March  Civil legal code (Code Napoleon) 
which systematises French law comes into force
2 December  Crowns himself Emperor of 
France in Notre Dame

Napoleon Bonaparte, 1769–1821

Legacy
Napoleon had reformed France, consolidating 
and unifying its local government, setting 
up its first national bank, an efficient tax-
gathering system and unified French law 
in the Civil Code which still influences 
a quarter of the world’s legal systems 
today. In so doing he turned France into 
a model, modern, bureaucratised ‘nation 
state’ which was capable of raising funds, 
pioneering conscription (levée en masse) 
and establishing a nationalist ideology, all 
of which were essential to making his vast 
military campaigns possible and motivating 
the soldiers and country to support him. His 
example inspired nationalists in Germany, 
Italy and even distant Russia and many of his 
reforms remain as the basis of the modern 
French state.

Downfall
Napoleon’s military downfall came via a draining 
and ultimately unsuccessful war to control 
Spain and Portugal (The Peninsular War); an 
attempt to invade Russia in 1812 in which even 
the capture of Moscow was unable to prevent 
catastrophic retreat and the resurgence of the 
Coalition of opponents (Prussia, Austria and 
Russia) who inflicted another major defeat 
at the battle of Leipzig (October 1813). This 
was followed by the invasion of France and 
deposition of Napoleon in 1814. 

Yet, he was not quite finished. Napoleon 
escaped from exile on the island of Elba and 
roused support within France but was decisively 
defeated by Prussian and British armies at 
Waterloo in 1815. He was exiled to St Helena, a 
tiny British island territory in the Atlantic, where 
he died in 1821.
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1813 
16–19 October  France defeated 
at the Battle of Leipzig by Austria, 
Prussia, Sweden and Russia

1815 
18 June  After escaping from Elba and 
returning to France, Napoleon is defeated at 
the Battle of Waterloo
22 June  Napoleon abdicates for a second time

1808–14 
Peninsular War in 
Spain and Portugal

1814 
Coalition invades France and captures 
Paris (31 March). Napoleon forced 
into unconditional abdication (6 April)

1807 
Treaties of Tilsit with Russia 
(7 July) and Prussia (9 July) 
completes the Continental System

1812 
14 September  Captured Moscow, 
followed by a disastrous retreat after 
Russia refuses to surrender
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