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PART 1 - Learning scenario

Why study Napoleon through satirical cartoons ?

Napoleon the 1st (1769-1821) and his family have ruled the main part of continental Europe
between 1805 and 1812 arousing oppositions and resentments. Since the first successes in
the Italian campaign until the last days at Saint Helena there is a constant production of
satirical cartoons, many of them British, but also German and Dutch focusing on Napoleon,
through various aspects. The learning scenario tries to learn from them.

Learning objectives

- Learning how to introduce a document by exposing its context (who, when, what)
- Initiation to the study of satirical cartoons as historical documents,
- Understanding the meaning of a satirical document and its significance.

Initial contribution by the teacher

The initial contribution by the teacher consists in exposing a short biography of Napoleon
dealing with such aspects as his origins (Corsican, revolutionary, military) his physical aspect
(short sized, plump at the end), and his reputation (hard working, bossy..)

One or two official portraits (in military and emperor costumes) are shown in order to identify
the symbols of the power. These portraits are also to be kept in mind in order to identify
Napoleon in the cartoons.

A map of Europe circa 1812 will help make clear how vast the Napoleonian domination was
on Europe.

And to finish with, a simple chronology will stress on the rising and decline of Napoleon,
displayed in three parts : 1) the Revolution wars hero up to 1804), 2) military genius and
dominator of Europe (1804-1812), 3) the defeated, exiled, fallen emperor (1815-1821).

All of these documents could also be given to the students during the searching activity in
order to help them with the questions.



Key documents (cartoons)

The key documents are the 6 cartoons that we shall focus on during this scenario. All of
them have been found via the Europeana portal. We have displayed them in 6 topics. The
four first are in chronological order, the two last are thematic.

topic main document source

Ambition Buonaparte. Hearst, William - Bodleian Libraries, Oxford
England, 1814

Death and Das grosse Rabengastmahl bei Bodleian Libraries, Oxford

violence Leipzig - Germany - 1813

Europe versus

Balans van Europa, - Wart, Derk

Rijsksmuseum, Amsterdam

Napoleon Anthony van de - Holland, 1814

Napoleon Dessin francgais, 1815 Bodleian Libraries, Oxford
exiled

Satirical A Gallic Idol - Boyne, John - 1803 - | Bodleian Libraries, Oxford
portraits

Napoleon the
animal

The Corsican spider in his web ! -
Rowlandson, Thomas - 1808,

Bodleian Libraries, Oxford.

For most of the topics, there is a main document and two extra documents (see below)
which can be used either to give an extra focus on the main document or, if the teacher
wishes, as main documents instead of the one proposed.

The scenario

Comes in three stages :

1- Class work (1 hour). students attend a class in order to acquire the vital elements to

understand the cartoons. The content of this class is developed above in the section (Initial
contribution by the teacher). Again, the content of this class will focus on aspects that will be

likely to be found in the cartoons (eg The battle of lena or the Coalitions are mentioned in
one or more cartoons)

2- Group work (1 hour %2).

Depending on the class size, groups can be of 3 to 5 members.
Each group is given one document (cartoon) to study and a set of questions about the

document.




The study of the document is done in three ways :
- reading and understanding of the cartoon (one per group)

- linking (by similar objects and symbols) with other cartoons studied by other groups
or with other cartoons chosen among the extra cartoons.

- guided iconography research on Europeana on specific points in order to gain
understanding of the cartoon

All these tasks have to be completed in order to be able to fulfill the final assignment :
which is to present the document to the other groups in the following way :

- context of the cartoon, presentation of the document

- guided description (showing the cartoon and explaining the details, the suggested or
hidden significations)

- interpretation of the meaning, linking with how Napoleon is qualified, seen by his
adversaries

Each group is given 8 to 9 minutes to do so. Speaking must be shared by the different
members of the group. For example one can expose the context, two can do the description,
two more can conclude by suggesting the meaning of the cartoon. The cartoon is cast on a
screen so the students can interact with the image while presenting it.

3- Class work (1 hour). The last hour is a lesson where the teacher and the students
discuss and build the lesson together, in a synthetic approach. The lesson focuses on three
aspects :

- What is Napoleon reproached for by (most of ) the European ?

- How this vision is balancing the official Napoleon epic ?

- What are the main techniques of the political satire in general ?

For each of these questions, the teacher asks the students to give ideas and examples. A
final writing is made together.



PART 2 - How the activity is organized

Requirements
The students have attended the lesson and are able to broadly master the chronology and

recognize Napoleon under different costumes. They also are able to recognize most of the
imperial attributes.

Groups
5 to 7 groups - 4 students each (but 2 students in each group shall also do..)

Each group works on one cartoon.
Would the number of students be less than 24, it is preferable to attribute the chronological
topics first, the two remaining topics being then kept as reserve cartoons.

Assignment
The main assignment is, for the group,_to report orally to the class about the cartoon to the

class. This implies a presentation of the context, a guided reading, a conclusion on the
meaning of the document, linked to Napoleon.

Guiding the task

Each cartoon is given in color on a paper support in sufficiently big size. It also comes with a
caption (author, date, country, source) and if necessary a short explanation on the context.
There are three types of questions / activities for each cartoon

1/ Right under the cartoon, will be a set of rather concise questions (4 to 5) intended to help
reading the image and a last open question asking for an interpretation of the cartoon.

2/ Also, the students are asked to move around the classroom in search for documents
containing similar objects to the ones present in their cartoon. A list of keywords will be given
in order to help them (or not..).*

3/ And to finish with, a set of questions are asked related to the cartoons with answers to be
found on Europeana.* This implies a keyword search and a browsing of the results.

Teacher’s role
During the group activity the teacher is here to help with possible issues.




PART 3 - Documents for the teacher

The documents below are of course not comprehensive and are just here to help the teacher
building his lesson and the activity. Some of the documents can be given to the students in
order to guide them in their searches.

Doc 1- Chronological ordering of the cartoons and keywords on the contexts

in bold, the main documents.

George - 1803

topic main document keywords

Satirical A Gallic Idol - Boyne, John - Amiens Treaties (1801), War

portraits 1803 - against Britain, Egypt campaign
(1798)

Ambition A sacrifice to Ambition - Boyne, same

Napoleon the
animal

The Corsican spider in his web !
- Rowlandson, Thomas - 1808,

Tilsit treaties (1807), War against
Britain

Death and Spotprent op de val van Napoleon | Leipzig Battle (1813), Decline
violence - Anonymous - 1813 -

Rijsksmuseum, Amsterdam
Death and The two kings of terror - Leipzig Battle (1813), Decline, 6th
violence Rowlandson, Thomas - 1813 - coalition

Rijsksmuseum, Amsterdam
Death and Das grosse Rabengastmahl bei | Leipzig Battle (1813), Decline
violence Leipzig - Germany - 1813

Europe versus

Napoleon in de pers - 1813-

Leipzig Battle (1813), Decline, 6th

Napoleon Risjksmueum, Amsterdam coalition

Ambition Napoleon op een troon van After or before the Leipzig Battle
mensenschedels, anonyme - 1813 | (1813 ?), Decline

Europe Balans van Europa, - Wart, Derk | 1814, Exile at Elba, 6th coalition

versus Anthony van de - Holland, 1814

Napoleon

Europe versus
Napoleon

Spotprent op Napoleons
verbanning naar Elba, Esser
Vijnand - 1814 -
Rijsksmueum, Amsterdam

same




Ambition Buonaparte. Hearst, William - Elba (1814), Decline
England, 1814

Napoleon Dessin francgais, 1815 Captivity, Saint Helena
exiled

Napoleon Proposal for a constitution...- c. Captivity, Saint Helena
exiled 1816, Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris

Document 2 - A short Napoleon short biography, introducing to the character

Napoleon Buonaparte (Bonaparte is the French version of his surname) was born on the
15th of August 1769 in Ajaccio, Corsica, an island of the Mediterranean sea, not far from
Italy, which joined to the kingdom of France after it was acquired from Genoa a year before.
His father was a member of the local aristocracy and in 1778, the young Napoleon followed
him, attended successfully several military schools and entered into his military career in
1785. The official history describes him as a brilliant boy, keen on mathematics, but solitary
and hung up with his corsican accent.

In 1792, ten years of Revolution wars begin. During this period France will be at struggle
with all the surrounding monarchies. Again, as official history sees it, what is at stake during
the Revolution wars is the protection of the newborn French Republic and beyond this, the
preservation of the Revolution ideas.

In 1793, only aged 24, Napoleon is a young artillery officer and he plays an important part at
defeating the English at Toulon, becoming general the next year, and two years later, chief
commander of the “interior army”. Then follow a series of success : Italy campaign, against
the Austrians, Egypt campaign In 1799.

Buonaparte is very good at taking advantage of his military victories abroad in a exhausted
post Revolutionary France. When back right after the Egypt campaign in 1799, a coup d’Etat
throws him at the head of the state and there he will remain until his abdication in 1814.

Seen from the French political history side, Buonaparte’s exclusive power begins effectively
in 1802 when the French constitution allows him to remain Consul “for life”. The emperorship
in may 1804 is another step forward in the process. Although by dictatorial means, Napoleon
played a great part in the country modernization, shaping the law codes, the state
organization, the educational system for the next century or more.

At a European scale, Napoleon is mostly known as a conqueror and held responsible for
thirteen years of almost permanent wars all across the continent. Most of the cartoons that
are studied here agree on his “unbound ambition” and on the fact that he is responsible for
wars, deaths and desolation. During the Napoleonic wars, France will have to fight against
four European coalitions. The transition between success and decline is somewhere
between the Spanish war (1809) and the Russian campaign (summer 1812). The decline



speeds up after the lena battle (1813) and Napoleon is once and for all defeated after the
Waterloo battle (june 1815). See the chronology for more details.

As a military - and as depicted by the official history - Napoleon is granted with such qualities
as courage, strategic skills, important leadership over his soldiers. He also could rely on
experienced generals, bred during the Revolution wars. As reward, these generals were
incorporated into the Imperial Nobility and decorated with the Legion d’'Honneur (since
1804).

Napoleon was also obsessed about tailoring his reputation. He had a much developed and
modern sense of propaganda. He would commission paintings to the best French artists of
the time (David, Géricault, Gros..) . Official portraits, battle scenes or other episodes of his
career were exposed in the French museums during his life. This iconography, along with his
Memories written during the Saint Helena exile are part of the official Napoleonic Epic.

Document 3- Short Chronology

Early, military years, General (1769-1798)

15 aolt 1769: birth in Ajaccio, Corsica island, from a family of the local aristocracy.
1778-1785: sent to study on continental France by his father Charles Buonaparte.
1793 (december) first success as an artillery officer against the English at Toulon.
1795 (october) general in chief of the interior army, aged only 26.

march 1796 - october 1797 : Italy campaign and victory.

may 1798 - october 1799 : Egypt campaign against the English.

1799
9-10 november - a coup d'Etat sends Bonaparte at the head of the State with colleagues
Sieyés et Roger Ducos.
1800
may-june victories in Italy against the Austrian.
1802
25 march - Amiens treaty and peace with England.
may - Bonaparte becomes “Consul a vie”.
1803
16 may - Breaking of the peace treaty with England.
1804
18 may - Napoleon is crowned Emperor of the French.
1805
july-august - England, Russia, Austria, Sweden and Naples form the 3rd Coalition.
2 december - Austerlitz victory against the Russian and the Austrian followed by the
Presburg Treaty.
1806
5 june - Louis Bonaparte king of Holland
12 july- Confederation of the Rhine. 35 german states (15 million subjects) former members
of the Holy Roman empire fall under Napoleon’s domination.
october - 4th Coalition (England, Russia, Naples, Sweden, Prussia)



21 november - Beginning of the Continental blockade. Napoleon having lost most of his fleet
at the Trafalgar battle (21st october 1805) is unable to fight efficiently against the British on
the seas. He thus sets “a large-scale embargo against British trade”, forbidding the import of
British goods in continental countries under the French domination.

1807

7th july - Treaties of Tilsit - After the Prussian were defeated in lena and the Russian in
Friedland, Napoleon and Alexander the 1st csar of Russia agree on a fragile “peace and
friendship” treaty. Napoleon'’s interest on the treaty is to extend the Continental blockade the
Northern Europe.

1808

2nd may - Spanish uprising begins in Madrid.

1809

April - 5th coalition (England, Austria) ends 6 months later after Austria is defeated.

1812

24th june - Russian campaign. The Great Army sends 440.000 soldiers.

september - Napoleon in Moscow but has to move back to the West because lacking
provision for the gigantic Great Army. Moscow in flames.

october - beginning of the Russian retreat : military disaster for the Great Army.

1813

February-March : 6th Coalition (England, Russia, Prussia) takes profit of the French
disaster in Russia.

August - Austria, Sweden, Bavaria join the 6th coalition

16 October - battle of Leipzig (battle of the Nations) totalized 100.000 dead, shared by both
sides. The Grande Armée suffers an important defeat against the 6th coalition. This battle is
the end of Napoleon’s domination over the German countries (Rhine confederation see
1806).

Winter - The Sixth Coalition defeats Napoleon several times and heads to Paris.

1814

30-31 march - fall of Paris.

6 april - Napoleon abdicates (he is no longer emperor of the French)

4 may - Napoleon is sent to exile on the island of Elba.

30 may - Treaty of Paris. Ends the war between France and the Sixth Coalition. France is
reduced to its 1792 borders. The Bourbon monarchy is restored.

1 november - opening of the Congress of Vienna. Planning to provide a new order in the
Europe of the post Napoleonic wars.

1815

26 february - Napoleon escapes from Elba.

20 march - Napoleon back in Paris. Sets up an army.

18 june - Napoleon'’s final defeat at Waterloo.

22 june - second abdication.

16 october - Napoleon arrives as a prisoner in Saint Helena, an English territory in the
middle of the South Atlantic ocean, where he will remain until his death.

1821-1841

5 may - Napoleon dies.

1841 - Napoleon’s ashes back to France.
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