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In this essay various artworks by contemporary French artists will be examined to establish an answer to the question posed. In scrutinizing the artworks of the Napoleonic era, and the reasons for their creation, a detailed and accurate depiction of the methods used by Napoleon and his regime to create an image and legacy for himself will emerge. It is generally accepted fact that most, if not all, state sponsored artwork is propaganda, the importance of this scrutiny is to establish where the facts of Napoleon’s accomplishments end and where the propaganda of his regime begins. Although this essay will focus exclusively on French artists, it is also important to understand that Napoleon was represented differently by other artists in other countries, especially Britain. The representations produced by Napoleon’s adversaries obviously portray him very differently. The art of the Napoleonic era did not exist in a vacuum, there were a plethora of other means of distributing information and manipulating public opinion, pamphlets, newspapers and word of mouth to mention just a few.  
Dwyer offers context to the post-revolutionary world Napoleon inhabited during his early career. The cult of the individual was already gathering momentum and popularity with the French media, and Napoleon was in the ideal position to exploit this new trend for his own gain.[footnoteRef:1] One of the most important individuals in the creation of Napoleon’s public image was Dominique-Vivant Denon, appointed by Napoleon as director general of museums in 1802, and appointed head of the Musee Napoleon in 1803. Not only did Denon amass an extraordinary collection at the Louvre, he was heavily involved in the commissioning of Napoleonic artworks.[footnoteRef:2] In keeping with the revolutionary ideals, the Louvre was democratized and admission was free, this created the opportunity for all members of society to view the art, not only the art plundered from conquered territories, but the new artworks being created to establish the public image of the new regime. Enabling a cross section of society to visit the Louvre vastly increased the numbers and classes of people being influenced by the images of propaganda.[footnoteRef:3]   [1:  Philip, Dwyer., Napoleon Bonaparte as Hero and Saviour: Image, Rhetoric and Behaviour in the Construction of a legend (London: Oxford university press, 2004) p. 384.]  [2:  Geoffrey, Ellis., Napoleon (Harlow: Longman, 1997) pp. 165-6. ]  [3:  Philip, Dwyer., Citizen Emperor Napoleon in Power 1799-1815 (London: Bloomsbury publishing, 2013) p. 95.] 

Napoleons ability to use images to promote himself and his accomplishments began early in his career, to illustrate how adept he was at promoting the images he wished to portray, two portraits will be compared with each other. The first is Gros’ 1797 work, ‘General Bonaparte at the Bridge of Arcol,’[footnoteRef:4] and Hyacinthe Rigaud’s 1704 portrait, ‘Marshal Charles Auguste Matignon’.[footnoteRef:5] Rigaud’s painting is indicative of the style of military portraiture popular until the Napoleonic era, Marshall Charles, despite being the general in command seems to be almost a passive observer of the battle being waged behind him. He faces away from the encounter but gestures towards it with his marshal’s baton, his demeanour suggesting that although he is in charge it would be beneath him to become actively involved with any actual fighting. He is standing a great distance from the battle, his sword is sheathed, and he stands stationary. In Gros’ depiction of Napoleon, the General is dynamic, standing alone he is carrying the flag in one hand and wields a sword in the other. The flag itself creates a sense of movement and drama as it flaps in and curls in the wind. Although Bonaparte is charging ahead the portrait shows him twisted around rallying his troops behind him. The difference between these two works could not be greater, Napoleon is using artwork to herald a new age in warfare, although he is in command, he stands with his troops at the front fighting, he is no passive observer but a courageous hero. [4: Antoine-Jean, Gros., “General Bonaparte at the Bridge of Arcole”, 1797, Musée National du Château, Versailles. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library]  [5:  Hyacinthe, Rigaud., “Marshal Charles Auguste de Matignon”, National Arts Centre, Karlsruhe] 

David’s 1800 work, ‘Bonaparte crossing the Alps’,[footnoteRef:6] is approximately twice the size of Gros’ depiction of Napoleon crossing the bridge at Arcol. In David’s portrait, as in Gros’, Napoleon is depicted as a heroic figure, resplendent in all his finery and fully engaged with situation surrounding him. Both artists represent Bonaparte as dynamic and they capture a sense of movement and urgency. The differences between the two pieces are, in David’s portrayal, Napoleon stares directly out at the viewer, whereas Gros depicts him as looking back at his troops. In David’s portrait Napoleon is not wielding a weapon, rather he is controlling his horse with one hand and gesturing onwards and upwards with the other. By being depicted upon a horse Napoleon is elevated, he is no longer on the same level as the viewer or his troops, as he was in Gros’ portrait, he is now looking down on everyone. This is due to the painting being later, David’s painting is of Napoleon the leader of France, not Napoleon the general. [6:  Jacques-Louis, David., “Bonaparte Crossing the Alps”, 1800-01, Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library] 

Further ahead in Napoleon’s career, the 1807 battle of Eylau, provides an ideal example of the methods being used by Napoleon to control his public image. Dominique-Vivant Denon, created sketches and a detailed description of the aftermath of the battle, for the use of artists to create a representation of events. In this description, Denon depicts Napoleon as a civilised and kind leader, the account of the scene is harrowing, with blood stained snow and detailed descriptions of the injuries sustained by the soldiers. This; however, only further illustrates Napoleons greatness, in comparison to the horrors of the battlefield he is a shining example of the civilising, Christian mission the French forces claimed to be on. He did not order the deaths of the Russian soldiers or even leave them to die, Napoleon ordered that their wounds be dressed and that they be cared for.[footnoteRef:7] The reason for using the aftermath of the battle as propaganda is because Napoleon’s forces did not actually win the battle, both sides suffered heavy losses and the outcome was stalemate, the Russians left the battlefield first, leaving the French alone, thus providing Napoleon with the opportunity to freely wander the battlefield as though he had been victorious.[footnoteRef:8] Denon’s description of events was used by artists to compete with one another for the commission of, ‘Napoleon Visiting the Field of the Battle of Eylau’. Gros won the commission with Meynier the first runner up. The two portrayals do not have much to compare to each other, as both artists were working from the same description of events from Denon. Both artists place Napoleon as the central character in the image, surrounded by the dead and dying in the harsh winter conditions. In both images there is clearly a church in the background and fires raging across the landscape. In Gros’, ‘Napoleon Visiting the Field of the Battle of Eylau’,[footnoteRef:9] the scene is more vivid, the colours are brighter, and the characters are larger. Napoleon is being admired by the surviving troops especially a Russian soldier on his knees next to the emperor on his horse. Meynier’s, ‘Napoleon Visiting the Field of Battle of Eylau’,[footnoteRef:10]  is subdued in comparison although Napoleon is still the central figure, he does not pop with the same vigour as in Gros’ work. Although both images are works of false propaganda, Meynier’s work is the more believable, Napoleon appears as a human, rather than as a demi god-like figure. The scene also, although as a viewer drab to look at, is realistic in it’s depressing and dark depiction of the aftermath of battle. It must be taken into consideration; however, that Meynier’s work is a sketch not a finished piece of work whereas, Gros’ work is complete. [7:  John, Walker., 'Gros' Battle of Eylau and Roman Imperial Art', The Art Bulletin, 43 (1961), 135-139, http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/3047946>]  [8:  Ellis., Napoleon, p. 165.]  [9:  Antoine-Jean, Gros., “Napoleon Visiting the Field of the Battle of Eylau”, 1808, oil on canvas, Louvre, Paris. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library]  [10:  Charles, Meynier., “Napoleon Visiting the Field of the Battle of Eylau”, 1807, Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library] 

The theory that the battle of Eylau was only portrayed in it’s aftermath as a means of disguising a less than favourable outcome may not be entirely fair, the battle of Austerlitz, Napoleon’s greatest military victory was also not commissioned to be represented in the heat of battle. In Gerard’s 1810 painting, ‘The battle of Austerlitz’,[footnoteRef:11] Napoleon is depicted receiving news of the victory, although there are images of injured soldiers and prisoners being taken captive, there is no bloodshed or particularly gruesome scenes. This is because, as with the representation of the battle of Eylau, Napoleon wanted to be depicted as a heroic and moderate conqueror not a tyrant. This image is further illustrated in Gros’ 1804 painting, ‘Bonaparte Visiting the Plague Stricken Jaffa’.[footnoteRef:12] Napoleon, although off centre to the right, is very much the central character of this image. He is portrayed almost as a Christ-like figure. The soldier accompanying Napoleon covers his mouth to protect himself from the miasma, but Napoleon walks fearlessly through the huddled masses and gesturing to one man in such a way, as to suggest that he is curing him. This idea is further demonstrated in the way the artist has made the bottom left-hand corner of the image dark and obscured, the areas of the image that are in the light are where Napoleon is or in the direction he is looking, suggesting that the light is emanating from him. This image of Napoleon is clearly far removed from the Napoleon who is supposed to have ordered that all French soldiers suffering from the plague be poisoned, so as to avoid the logistical and financial burden of evacuating them.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  François, Gerard., “The battle of Austerlitz”, 1810, Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library]  [12:  Antoine-Jean, Gros., “Bonaparte Visiting the Plague Stricken of Jaffa”, 1804, Louvre, Paris. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library]  [13:  Dwyer., Citizen Emperor, p. 28.] 

In contrast to Napoleon’s military campaigns were his duties as an administrator and leader of the new Republic of France, Gros’ 1802 portrait ‘Bonaparte as first consul’,[footnoteRef:14] is an imposing full-length portrait. It is rather more civilised than the previous military depictions of Napoleon, he is standing calmly with his hand pointing to important treaties and other documents awaiting his perusal, however, he is looking the other way. This suggests that Napoleon is a fully competent leader, able to deal with all legislative requirements of his position whilst, simultaneously able to focus on other situations which may distract his attentions. Like his previous portraits, he still remains resplendent in full military uniform, and carries a sword, although sheathed, it implies that he is still ready to go to battle. David’s 1812 portrait ‘The Emperor Napoleon in his study at the Tuileries’,[footnoteRef:15] is another full-length portrait of Napoleon. In this image he seems rather more sedate than in previous portrayals, Napoleon is standing in his ornate study, next to him is a document that seems to be a copy of the Napoleonic code and next to that is his sword. It is an interesting portrayal, by being painted in his study surrounded by various important documents of state, it suggests that Napoleon is now a dedicated and capable administrator of his empire, the sword, which lies sheathed within arm’s reach, is a reminder of how Napoleon acquired his status and also a warning that he stands ready and able to take up arms and become a great general once more. The most striking aspect of this portrait is how human Napoleon looks, he is dressed in a plain military uniform, gazing directly out at the viewer, he is also balding and a little chubby, he appears as an approachable and dedicated leader of his people in this image. [14:  Antoine-Jean, Gros., “Bonaparte as First Consul”, 1802, Musée Nationale de la Légion d’Honneur, Paris. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library]  [15:  Jacques-Louis, David., “The Emperor Napoleon in his Study at the Tuileries”, 1812, Private Collection. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library] 

In Napoleon’s capacity as Emperor yet more propagandised images were commissioned, two images suitable for comparison are Ingres’, ‘Napoleon on the Imperial Throne’[footnoteRef:16] and Gerard’s, ‘Napoleon in his Imperial Robes’,[footnoteRef:17] the important point with regards to these two images is that Gerard’s artwork was commissioned by the state and Ingres’ was not.[footnoteRef:18] In Gerard’s portrayal, Napoleon is standing next to the throne but not seated in it and, although clothed in full regalia and holding a sceptre with another sceptre, the hand of justice, and an orb lying on a stool next to him, he is clearly at the forefront of this depiction with the pageantry taking a less prominent position in the background. Napoleon is depicted as being able to take full power for himself, but he wears the Imperial title, the title does not wear him. Ingres’ portrait is another full-length image of Napoleon, however, in this depiction he is seated on the throne. Napoleon does not look as majestic in this image, he is dressed in full regalia and holds both sceptres either side of himself, but he looks swamped. It is as though he is disappearing into the throne under the oppressive weight of all his finery. This portrayal of Napoleon suggests a man out of his depth and incapable of dealing with the challenges facing him. Ingres’ portrait is a depiction in the medieval style, when kings were ordained by god, Napoleon was supposed to be ordained by the people as the saviour of the revolution. It is because of this, that the two images received such different responses, although Ingres’ portrait was purchased by Jean- Francois-Leonor Merimee, minister of the interior, it was almost universally hated.[footnoteRef:19]  [16:  Jean-Auguste-Dominique, Ingres., “Napoleon on the Imperial Throne”, 1806, Musée de l’Armée, Paris. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library]  [17:  François, Gerard., “Napoleon in his Imperial Robes”, 1805, Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library]  [18:  Dwyer, Citizen Emperor, pp. 172-4.]  [19:  Dwyer, Citizen Emperor, p. 174] 

Perhaps the foremost, in terms of size and the sheer dishonesty portrayed, work of propaganda commissioned by the Napoleonic state was David’s 1802-07 work, ‘The Coronation of Napoleon’.[footnoteRef:20] The decadent and awe-inspiring painting depicts Napoleon crowning his wife, Josephine, as Empress as she bows submissively to her husband the Emperor. The portrayal also shows Napoleon’s mother, Madame Mere, watching from a balcony, she was; however, in Italy at the time of her son’s coronation, it is well known that she disapproved of Napoleon’s choice of wife and would not have been in attendance. Although Josephine was forty-one at the time of the coronation, she is portrayed as a young woman still able to bear children, this deception was designed to promote a sense of continuity and security in the new regime. Surprisingly, considering the amount of time and effort taken to create the masterpiece, it was only displayed in the Louvre for a month, although thousands of woodcut copies were produced.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Jacques-Louis, David., “The Coronation of Napoleon”, 1802-07, Louvre, Paris. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library]  [21:  Dwyer, Citizen Emperor, pp. 168-171.] 

In conclusion, the image that Napoleon was attempting to portray through art is obvious. He wanted to be seen as a brave general and humane conqueror, a competent administrator, and a legitimate leader of the new republic. The images scrutinized in this essay illustrate that this image was expertly portrayed and has created a lasting legacy. Napoleon is one of the most divisive figures in history with some believing him to be a tyrant, and others believing him to be the saviour of France. The truth of the matter is not relevant to this essay and will probably never be agreed upon; however, the fact remains that the artwork created by the Napoleonic regime has and will continue to influence public opinion of him.
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