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French Revolution - Handout 9 : Napoleon 

Napoleon as an Ambitious Young General in 1796–97 

In his memoirs, André François Miot de Melito, a special minister from the French government 

to Piedmont, tells of his first impressions of the young Napoleon Bonaparte, who was only 

twenty-seven but already an important general because of his victories in the Italian campaign. 

Bonaparte held court in Italy like a ruler. According to Miot, Bonaparte had already formed a 

plan to take absolute power for himself 

The 17th Prairial (5 June 1796) Bonaparte arrived at Brescia . . . I found myself in his presence 

a few moments after he had alighted. I was strangely surprised at his appearance. Nothing 

could be farther from the picture which I had formed of him. I saw, in the midst of a numerous 

staff, a man below the medium height and extremely thin. His powdered hair, which was cut in a 

peculiar, square fashion below the ears, fell down to his shoulders. he had on a straight coat, 

closely buttoned up, decorated with a very narrow gold embroidery, and wore a tri-colored 

plume in his hat. At first glance the face did not seem to me a fine one, but the striking features, 

a quick and searching eye, and abrupt, animated gestures, proclaimed an ardent soul, while the 

broad, serious forehead showed a deep thinker. He had me sit down by him and we talked 

about Italy. Hs speech was quick and at this time very incorrect. On the 13th of Prairial (June 

1st), I found Bonaparte at the magnificent residence of Montebello, in the midst of a brilliant 

court rather than the headquarters of an army. Severe etiquette was already maintained in his 

presence. His aides-de-camp and officers were no longer received at his table and he exercised 

great care in the choice of those whom he did admit, so that to sit down with him was 

considered a rare honor, to be obtained only with difficulty. He dined so to speak in public, and 

during the meal the inhabitants of the country were admitted to the dining room and allowed to 

feast their eyes upon him. He showed himself, however, in no way embarrassed or confused by 

this exhibition of esteem, and received them as if he had always been accustomed to such 

tributes. His salons and a great canopy which he had had raised in front of the palace toward 

the gardens, were constantly filled with a throng of generals, officials, and purveyors, as well as 

the highest nobility and the most distinguished men of Italy who came to solicit the favor of a 

glance or a moment's conversation. . . . Bonaparte took us for a walk in the extensive gardens 

of his beautiful residence. The promenade lasted toward two hours, during which the general 

talked almost continuously. . . . “What I have done so far is nothing,” he said to us; “I am but at 

the opening of the career I am to run. Do you suppose that I have gained my victories in Italy in 

order to advance the lawyers of the Directory, the Carnots and the Barras? Do you think, either, 

that my object is to establish a Republic? What a notion! A Republic of thirty million people, with 

our morals and vices! How could that ever be? It is a chimera with which the French are 

infatuated but which will pass away in time like all the others. What they want is glory and the 

gratification of their vanity; as for liberty, of that they have no conception. Look at the army! The 

victories which we have just gained have given the French soldier his true character. I am 

everything to him. Let the Directory attempt to deprive me of my command and they will see 

who is master. The nation must have a head, a head rendered illustrious by glory and not by 

theories of government, fine phrases, or the talk of idealists, of which the French understand not 

a whit. Let them have their toys and they will be satisfied. They will amuse themselves and allow 

themselves to be led, provided the goal is cleverly disguised.” 

Source: James H. Robinson, ed., Translations and Reprints from the Original Sources of 

European History, vol II, no. 2: The Napoleonic Period (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 

1902), pp. 1-3.  
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Brumaire: Bonaparte’s Justification 

Having seized power through the coup of 18 Brumaire [9 November 1799], Bonaparte—now 

First Consul—set out to win public support for yet another new government. His first public 

pronouncement was the proclamation reprinted below, in which he claims he had acted to 

defend liberty and the republic against internal enemies. The proclamation, accompanied by 

similar proclamations from all the new ministers of the government, elaborated Napoleon’s 

vaguer but more oft–cited statement to his fellow citizens that "reduced to the principles on 

which it had been started, the French Revolution is over!" 

 

10 November, 1799 (19 Brumaire, Year VIII) 

On my return to Paris, I found division among all the authorities, and agreement upon only one 

point: that the Constitution was half destroyed and could not save liberty. 

All parties came to me, confided to me their plans, disclosed their secrets, and asked for my 

support. I refused to be one party's man. 

The Council of Elders summoned me, and I went. An outline for general restoration had been 

planned by the men who the nation has become accustomed to regarding as the defenders of 

liberty, equality, and property. This plan needed to be looked at calmly, freely and away from 

any influences or fears. Consequently, the Council of Elders decided to transfer the Legislative 

Body to Saint-Cloud, and gave me control over the forces necessary to ensure its 

independence. I believed it my duty to accept the command, for my fellow citizens, for the 

soldiers being killed in our armies, and for the national glory acquired at the cost of their blood. 

The Councils assembled at Saint-Cloud. Republican troops guaranteed their security from 

without, but assassins created terror from within. Several deputies of the Council of Five-

Hundred, armed with stilettos and firearms, made death threats to those around them. 

The plan which was to have been further developed, was put aside. The majority fell into 

disorganization, the boldest orators became disconcerted, and the futility of every wise 

proposition was obvious. 

I took my pain and indignation to the Council of Elders. I asked them to ensure the execution of 

their generous outline. I showed them the ills of the homeland . . . they agreed with me and 

demonstrated anew their steadfast will. 

I appeared before the Council of Five-Hundred just as I had before the Elders; alone, unarmed, 

my head uncovered, and was applauded. I had come to remind the majority of its will, and to 

assure them of their power. 

The stilettos that had threatened the deputies were instantly raised against their liberator. 

Twenty assassins rushed at me, aiming at my breast. The guards of the Legislative Body whom 

I had left at the door of the hall ran forward and placed themselves between the assassins and 

me. One of these brave guards had his clothes pierced by a stiletto. They escorted me to safety. 

At the same moment, cries of "outlaw" were raised against me, the defender of the law. It was 

the fierce cry of assassins against the power that was destined to suppress them. 
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They crowded around the president, uttering threats and bearing arms, and commanded him to 

outlaw me. I was informed of this and ordered him to be rescued from their fury. Six guards of 

the Legislative Body grabbed hold of him. Immediately afterwards, guards of the Legislative 

Body charged into the hall and cleared it. 

The factions, intimidated, broke up and left. The majority, freed from their attacks, returned 

peaceably and upon their own will into the meeting hall, listened to the proposals on behalf of 

public safety, deliberated, and drafted the salutary resolution which is to become the new and 

provisional law of the Republic. 

Frenchmen, you will no doubt recognize this behavior as that of a zealous soldier of Liberty, a 

citizen devoted to the Republic. The rights of conservative, tutelary, and liberal ideas have been 

restored through the dispersal of the dissidents who oppressed the Councils. 

Source: John Hall Stewart, A Documentary Survey of the French Revolution (New York: 

Macmillan, 1951), 763–65. (Slightly retranslated  

Oath as Consul for Life (4 August 1802) 

The oath that Bonaparte took on becoming consul for life gives a good idea of the image that he 

tried to project: protector of the gains of the Revolution and insurer of order. In retrospect, his 

claims about not wishing to make war ring hollow. 

________________________________________ 

“I swear to maintain the constitution, to respect liberty of conscience, to oppose a return to 

feudal institutions, never to make war except for the defense and glory of the Republic, and to 

employ the authority with which I shall be invested only for the good of the people, from whom 

and for whom I shall have received it.” 

Source: Frank M. Anderson, ed., The Constitutions and Other Illustrative Documents of the 

History of France, 2nd ed., revised (New York: Russell and Russell, 1908), p. 331. 

Making Peace with the Catholic Church, 1801–2 

One of Napoleon’s first priorities was to reestablish good relations with the papacy, which had 

fought the revolutionary church settlement tooth and nail. Napoleon gained everything he 

desired in the Concordat: he appointed the bishops and archbishops of the French church, and 

all bishops had to swear an oath of fidelity to the French Republic. 

 

The government of the French Republic recognizes that the Roman, catholic and apostolic 

religion is the religion of the great majority of French citizens. 

His Holiness likewise recognizes that this same religion has derived and in this moment again 

expects the greatest benefit and grandeur from the establishment of catholic worship in France 

and from the personal profession of it which the Consuls of the Republic make. 

In consequence, after this mutual recognition, as well for the benefit of religion as for the 

maintenance of internal tranquility, they have agreed as follows: 
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1. The catholic, apostolic and Roman religion shall be freely exercised in France: its worship 

shall be public, and in conformity with the police regulations which the government shall deem 

necessary for the public tranquility. . . . 

4. The First Consul of the Republic shall make appointments, within the three months which 

shall follow the publication of the bull of His Holiness to the archbishoprics and bishoprics of the 

new circumscription. His Holiness shall confer the canonical institution, following the forms 

established in relation to France before the change of government. . . . 

6. Before entering upon their functions, the bishops shall take directly, at the hands of the First 

Consul, the oath of fidelity which was in use before the change of government, expressed in the 

following terms: 

“I swear and promise to God, upon the holy scriptures, to remain in obedience and fidelity to the 

government established by the constitution of the French Republic. I also promise not to have 

any intercourse, nor to assist by any council, nor to support any league, either within or without, 

which is inimical to the public tranquility; and if, within my diocese or elsewhere, I learn that 

anything to the prejudice of the state is being contrived, I will make it known to the government.” 

Source: Frank M. Anderson, ed., The Constitutions and Other Illustrative Documents of the 

History of France, 2nd ed., revised (New York: Russell and Russell, 1908), pp. 296-297. 

 

Napoleon’s Reasons for Making Himself Emperor (December 

1804) 

When he made himself emperor, Napoleon clearly rejected the republican form of government. 

Here he tries to claim that hereditary government is necessary in a large state. The presence of 

the pope at his coronation seemed to confer legitimacy on the act. 

 

The internal situation of France is today as calm as it has ever been in the most peaceful 

periods. There is no agitation to disturb the public tranquility, no suggestion of those crimes 

which recall the Revolution. Everywhere useful enterprises are in progress, and the general 

improvements, both public and private, attest the universal confidence and sense of security. . . 

A plot conceived by an implacable government was about to replunge France into the abyss of 

civil war and anarchy. The discovery of this horrible crime stirred all France profoundly, and 

anxieties that had scarcely been calmed again awoke. Experience has taught that a divided 

power in the state is impotent and at odds with itself. It was generally felt that if power was 

delegated for short periods only, it was so uncertain as to discourage any prolonged 

undertakings or wide-reaching plans. If vested in an individual for life, it would lapse with him, 

and after him would prove a source of anarchy and discord. It was clearly seen that for a great 

nation the only salvation lies in hereditary power, which can alone assure a continuous political 

life which may endure for generations, even for centuries. 

The Senate, as was proper, served as the organ through which this general apprehension found 

expression. The necessity of hereditary power in a state as vast as France had long been 

perceived by the First Consul. He had endeavored in vain to avoid this conclusion; but the 

public solicitude and the hopes of our enemies emphasized the importance of his task, and he 
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realized that his death might ruin his whole work. Under such circumstances, and with such a 

pressure of public opinion, there was no alternative left to the First Consul. He resolved, 

therefore, to accept for himself, and two of his brothers after him, the burden imposed by the 

exigencies of the situation. 

After prolonged consideration, repeated conferences with the members of the Senate, 

discussion in the councils, and the suggestions of the most prudent advisers, a series of 

provisions was drawn up which regulate the succession to the imperial throne. These provisions 

were decreed by a senatus-consultus of the 28 Floréal last. The French people, by a free and 

independent expression, then manifested its desire that the imperial dignity should pass down in 

a direct line through the legitimate or adopted descendants of Napoleon Bonaparte, or through 

the legitimate descendants of Joseph Bonaparte, or of Louis Bonaparte. 

From this moment Napoleon was, by the most unquestioned of titles, Emperor of the French. No 

other act was necessary to sanction his right and consecrate his authority. But he wished to 

restore in France the ancient forms and recall those institutions which divinity itself seems to 

have inspired. He wished to impress the seal of religion itself upon the opening of his reign. The 

head of the Church, in order to give the French a striking proof of his paternal affection, 

consented to officiate at this august ceremony. What deep and enduring impressions did this 

leave on the mind of Napoleon and in the memory of the nation! What thoughts for future races! 

What a subject of wonder for all Europe! 

In the midst of this pomp, and under the eye of the Eternal, Napoleon pronounced the inviolable 

oath which assures the integrity of the empire, the security of property, the perpetuity of 

institutions, the respect for law, and the happiness of the nation. The oath of Napoleon shall be 

forever the terror [of] the enemies of France. If our borders are attacked, it will be repeated at 

the head of our armies, and our frontiers shall never more fear foreign invasion. 

Source: James H. Robinson and Charles A. Beard, eds., Readings in Modern European History, 

vol. 1 (Boston: Ginn and Company, 1908), pp. 334-336 


