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The Treaty of Tilsit, between France and Russia, leads many historians to see 1807 as the Napoleonic 

Empire’s »apogee«. France, following a string of victories against Austria, Prussia and Russia in 1805–

1807, now extended its zone of dominance as far as the River Niemen. The Spanish ›ulcer‹ was still in the 

future, and for this brief moment the Empire appeared unassailable. Surprisingly, given its centrality, 

discussion of the Treaty in this edited volume comes in the final chapter, by Thierry Lentz. Lentz supports 

the conclusion that the gains made at Tilsit were unsustainable: from the beginning it contained the germs 

that would kill it, including the fundamentally unstable Napoleonic protectorate over the Duchy of Warsaw 

– a short-lived polity covered in greater depth in a chapter by Benoît Roger.

The geopolitical coverage raises big problems. The basic theoretical one is trying to find a point from 

which decline inevitably sets in, in some teleological fashion. One might argue that Napoleon’s whole 

enterprise was doomed from the day he seized power in 1799, especially if one follows Paul Schroeder’s 

assessment that the Empire was the product not of rational geopolitics but of Napoleon’s inability to treat 

anyone – foreign sovereigns included – on equal terms. Another problem with the geopolitical coverage is 

the lack of a chapter looking at the wider global conflict with Britain. After all, apogee here implies power 

relative to others, including especially Britain. Consideration of British power in 1807 is thus essential to 

understanding the French position, and from this perspective Napoleon’s prospects might not seem so 

bleak. The year 1807 was mixed for Britain, to say the least: it saw a rapid decline in relations with the 

United States (resulting in full-scale war in 1812), a disastrous military campaign in South America, and 

the bombardment of Copenhagen that killed thousands of civilians and blackened Britain’s reputation on 

the Continent; more positively, it also witnessed the abolition of the slave trade, which helped bolster the 

notion that Britain was fighting for liberty and against tyranny. In terms of naval power, 1807 represented 

an apogee for neither Britain nor France: British naval supremacy peaked in 1805, at Trafalgar. Thereafter, 

an ambitious Napoleonic construction programme resulted in a navy that by 1813 – France’s maritime 

apogee – exceeded the combined fleet destroyed by Nelson. The related Continental Blockade and 

Continental System are similarly neglected, though Philippe Bertholet’s excellent chapter on notarial 

activity in Paris provides some good pointers on the economic health of the Empire: 1807 was not the high 

point, but rather 1809, with the downturn setting in the following year.

Teleological problems diminish for domestic policy areas. Five chapters in particular explore these: 

François Lormant on forestry; Igor Moullier on the interior ministry; Matthieu de Oliveira on the Cour des 
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comptes; François Seignalet-Mauhourat on the Tribunat; and Mathieu Soula on the fiscal administration. 

What comes across from all is the shift of power away from legislators and towards technocrats. By 1807 

the creative surge of primary legislation had given way to ministerial fine-tuning and bureaucratic routine. 

This was directly apparent in the creation of the Cour des comptes, an institution that assumed the 

legislature’s traditional task of supervising official accounts, and in the concomitant abolition of the 

Tribunat.

The bureaucrat’s onward march – a movement too often seen as synonymous with »modernisation« – 

had a more ambiguous impact at local level. Military conscription constituted the greatest intrusion of the 

Napoleonic state into the everyday life of the village. Annie Crepin, in her chapter, does not overturn this 

conclusion, but she does question the widely-accepted argument that the central government ultimately 

succeeded in ‘acculturating’ localities into accepting it. Instead, she argues that the years 1808 and 1809 

marked a turn away from a fairly well-run and predictable conscription operation into something that was 

quite arbitrary, and hence unsustainable. Ordinary Frenchmen were not ground into a state of 

submissiveness. Nor do they appear as passive administrés in Jean-Paul Rothiot’s account of municipal 

life in the Vosges, or in Malcolm Crook and John Dunne’s joint chapter on elections. Instead, Frenchmen 

used the new Napoleonic representative institutions to actively manage local affairs, albeit under 

prefectoral supervision. Furthermore, and this comes across as one of the more important conclusions of 

Crook and Dunne, »new Frenchmen« from the départments réunis participated in elections with at least 

as much zeal as their ›old‹ French counterparts.

A further gauge of opinion from below is provided in Cyril Triolaire’s chapter on festive culture in the Massif 

Central. An important conclusion here is less identification of the two peaks in pro-Napoleonic festivities – 

unsurprisingly 1807 (marking Tilsit) and 1811 (birth of the King of Rome) – but rather the geographical shift 

in support for the regime away from republican and towards royalist areas. The regime’s increasing 

monarchical flavour also comes across strongly in Hervé Faupin’s piece on the l’»Almanach impérial« of 

1807. A technocracy covered in monarchical varnish was hardly to the taste of committed republicans, the 

subject of two chapters by Bernard Gainot and Jean-Marc Schiappa. For republican dissidents 1807 did 

not really represent a turning point: as before, they needed to operate in great secrecy to avoid detection, 

but though things got marginally worse in the clampdown following the first Malet conspiracy (1808), the 

republican underground was never entirely eliminated. As for the army, from whence the worst 

conspiracies emanated, this institution did see a diminution of its republican ethos, so Stéphane Calvet. 

This development left something of an ideological vacuum at the heart of what was Napoleon’s ultimate 

prop: the new cult of heroisation that started to replace republicanism in turn found itself challenged by the 

horrors of war, thereby causing a crisis of morale. Given this damaging trend, the manoeuvrings of Fouché 

and Cambacérès (who started placing his funds in foreign bank accounts at about this time) to distance 

themselves from the regime, as described by Françoise Thibaut, appear a tribute to their political acumen. 

They recognised the point made by Bruno Ciotti in another chapter, also on the military: the Napoleonic 
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regime’s utter dependency upon the aura of invincibility, which 1807 did more to diminish than enhance.

Chapters on Trieste (Julien Sapori), Westphalia and Berg (Armin Owzar), Prussia (Michel Kerautret), 

Switzerland (Alain-Jacques Czouz-Tornare) and the Duchy of Warsaw (Benoît Roger) to some extent 

rectify neglect of the wider geopolitical picture. Sapori shows how 1807 marked something of the lull 

before the economic storm for Trieste. This area, like many others previously on the periphery, profited 

greatly from its neutral status. This rosy picture was only slightly spoiled by a series of brief but extremely 

expensive French occupations. What really ended this happy time was direct annexation to the French 

Empire in 1809, and full imposition of the Continental System. Similarly, impact of the Continental System 

east of the Rhine came after 1807. That said, Owzar’s contention that the majority of Germany was 

francophile in 1807 is bold and ultimately unconvincing because of its lack of nuance. When anti-

Napoleonic sentiment grew, as it did by 1813, Prussia rather than Austria reaped much of the benefit 

thanks to its reorientation towards Germany – a repositioning embodied by the most important ›Prussian‹ 

reformers, including Hardenberg, Stein and Scharnhorst, who all originated from German-speaking lands 

west of the Hohenzollern kingdom.

This volume is the latest in a mass of publications and conferences inspired by the spate of Napoleonic 

bicentenaries. At first 1807 appears inappropriate as a marker: it somehow falls between the constructive 

drama of the earlier period, and the spectacular collapse that came later. However, on reflection there is 

much to be gained from a snapshot of Napoleon’s empire at what in many respects was its apogee. If 

nothing else, it provides an excuse to bring together a mass of studies – inevitably of varied quality – that 

together cover a truly remarkable thematic span.
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