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A Time for Love

By George D. Satterfield

A beauty from the French island of Martinique in the Caribbean and a soldier from a proud family on the impoverished island of Corsica: Under normal circumstances, these two would have made an unlikely pair. Nevertheless, with their colorfully accented French pronunciation, the two became emperor and empress of France -- and the most famous couple in the world between 1804 and 1810. Although their marriage basked in the light of publicity, it was far from perfect. The two -- Napoleon and Josephine -- were both insecure. They also adored power and loved selfishly. As a result, their marriage did not survive.

The ambitious Napoleon had looked at marriage as a means to gain influence and power. He wanted a suitable match, and his great supporter in the new government, Paul Barras, found him one. Barras was one of the Republic's executives, known as directors, who held tremendous legal authority. He knew Josephine well, financially supported the dark-haired beauty, and even shared her companionship when it suited him. At the time, Josephine had entered a difficult period in her life. Her unfaithful first husband had cast her aside, and, although she had friends in high places, they had failed to keep her from prison. In fact, she had barely escaped a date with the revolutionaries' guillotine. Once freed from prison by friends, she owed her existence to Barras, who introduced her to his young “Italian protégé” -- Napoleon. The two were married on March 9, 1796.

At first, it appeared that Napoleon adored Josephine. For her, it was enough to have a marriage that allowed her to maintain ties to the powerful Barras. Her love, however, belonged to another man, a swaggering French hussar named Hippolyte Charles. Meanwhile, Napoleon was dispatched to Italy to drive the Austrians from that country. While there, he showed more interest in establishing his reputation as a skillful commander than in reaching the recesses of Josephine's heart. He did write her passionate letters, although these seem to have been penned more in moments of loneliness than true love. When Josephine joined him later that summer, at his insistence and amidst great fanfare, she proved she was not in love with her husband. She brought her dashing hussar officer to her side when Napoleon was otherwise occupied. When apart from Hippolyte, she wrote him loving letters: “You alone have my loving tenderness ... I am yours, all yours.”

However, when Napoleon and Josephine reunited in Paris in January 1798, they briefly enjoyed a somewhat normal marriage. Months later, the two were separated again, when Napoleon found himself leading an expedition to Egypt. Josephine cried when her husband left, even while continuing her affair with Hippolyte.

Napoleon was still in Egypt when he finally learned of his wife's infidelity. He then made a careless decision. Instead of attempting an honest confrontation and trying to resolve their problems, Napoleon sought revenge. He settled first on a blonde French woman named Bellilote, who had smuggled herself aboard a ship to Egypt dressed as a man! Other loves followed. By the time Napoleon decided the Egyptian expedition had failed and returned to France, Josephine was fully aware of her husband's escapades. Thus the stage was set for the couple's dramatic reunion in France.

In Paris, doors were locked and unlocked during “three days of marital pouting,” but finally the two ended up happily together. In December 1799, Josephine even helped her husband in a political move that made him First Consul. Napoleon, however, was soon, and repeatedly, unfaithful. Nevertheless, with her husband more powerful than Barras, Josephine adored Napoleon more than ever, and both again promised to be faithful. Trouble was brewing, however, as the couple entered their best years at a country house called Malmaison.

The ambitious Napoleon now had two wishes: the title of Emperor and a male heir. At his imperial coronation on May 28, 1804, he and Josephine cried with joy when adjusting their crowns. It was their moment of glory, but the joy was short-lived. Josephine had not produced an heir, and Napoleon was soon scheming to find a marriage partner who could.

From 1805 to 1809, Napoleon won great battlefield victories and attended to Josephine between campaigns, but he also shared his affections with numerous other ladies. Josephine, enjoying her status as empress, clung to Napoleon more desperately, as he slipped away from her. While in Poland from 1806 to 1807, Napoleon fell in love with the Countess Marie Walewska, whom he showered with gifts. At the same time, he sent diplomats to foreign courts looking for a new bride. Success came in 1810, when Marie-Louise, the daughter of the Austrian emperor, was offered to Napoleon to forestall his making a match with a Russian princess. The two were married on April 1, 1810, and a son was born almost a year later, on March 19.

Although Napoleon loved Josephine, and she loved him, that could not stop him from pursuing his destiny. Following their divorce, Josephine was given a home far from court, while her apartments at Malmaison were repainted in bridal white to welcome the new empress. Feeling abandoned, Josephine wrote her former husband, “You are the only friend I have left... I have been completely banished from your memory.”

History, however, had another fate for the lovers: Napoleon survived only four years on the throne with Marie-Louise at his side. In 1814, military defeat sent him into exile on the island of Elba off the coast of Corsica and, in 1815, to lifelong banishment on the island of St. Helena in the South Atlantic. Josephine died of symptoms of pneumonia and “gangrenous angina” on May 29, 1814. When Napoleon heard of her death, and his doctor explained that she “died of a broken heart,” Napoleon responded by saying, “that bonne [“good”] Josephine, she really did love me.

Hussar refers to a member of any European regiment of light-armed cavalry, usually with brilliant dress uniforms.
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