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By Robert W. Butler

It was in 1804, barely 15 years after the French Revolution abolished the monarchy, that the French government was again under the control of one man -- Napoleon.

After an assassination attempt on Napoleon that same year had scared the public, the Tribunate proposed that the First Consul -- the office Napoleon held at the time -- become an hereditary emperor. This meant that, if the change was adopted, the person to succeed Napoleon would automatically be his heir. After the change was approved by a vote of the people, plans went forward immediately for the largest, grandest coronation in Europe, one that would mark Napoleon's, as well as France's, acceptance in the international community.

Napoleon saw his coronation as an opportunity to link his newly created empire with the Roman Empire of the Caesars and the Holy Roman Empire of Charlemagne. There were numerous ancient and medieval symbols associated with imperial power, and Napoleon set out to use them all. Bleachers were constructed on the streets in a medieval, Gothic style, while lightweight, decorative panels transformed the Cathedral of Notre Dame into a classical stage for the ceremony itself.

On the day of the coronation, in addition to rich robes of velvet and satin, Napoleon wore a wreath of golden laurel leaves similar to the one Julius Caesar had and carried in his hands the scepter of the medieval emperor Charlemagne. The pope, who had been pressured to attend, performed the traditional blessing of hands, arms, and head that had been bestowed on all French kings for 1,000 years.

Then came the moment that stunned the crowd. Alert to the importance as well as the pageantry of symbolism, Napoleon introduced a significant novelty. Picking up the crown from the altar and turning his back on the pope, he crowned himself emperor. The meaning was clear: Napoleon owed his throne to no one.

For the next 10 years, Napoleon reigned as emperor. His powers were immense, as were the lands subject to him. France retained, under the empire, all the republican institutions created by the Revolution. This meant that France's citizens still elected the nation's officials, legislators debated issues, prefects decided policies, and countless administrative committees met regularly to interpret governmental decrees. While, in theory, the government still answered to the people, in practice, the sole power rested with Napoleon. Not until defeat on the battlefield weakened his support in France did Napoleon face serious domestic opposition.

While military defeat did result in his downfall, it was his success as a general that had laid the foundation of the empire. At its height in 1810, the empire included France, Belgium, the Netherlands, the German coast as far as Denmark, and the Italian coast as far as Rome. Much of the rest of central and eastern Europe consisted of dependent states, newly created by Napoleon (and sometimes ruled by his siblings). From the Kingdom of Naples to the Confederation of the Rhine to the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, Napoleon drew boundaries to suit himself. Still farther afield were the independent kingdoms of Austria, Russia, Denmark, and Sweden that were closely, if uneasily, allied to France. Not for 1,000 years had so much of Europe been ruled by one man.

The Tribunate was a legislative body of 100 men. The responsibility of its members was to discuss bills, which they then passed on to the Senate for a vote.

The head of the Roman Catholic Church is known as the pope.

