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            INTRODUCTION

            


         
 

         I was delighted to be asked to write this introduction to the Gallic Books edition of Clisson and Eugénie because I believe the text to be key to the understanding of Napoleon the man.

         
 

         Clisson and Eugénie is a novel written by Napoleon Bonaparte. Of course everyone has heard of Napoleon I and his innumerable military triumphs, but fewer people are aware of his prowess as an author.

         
 

         The novel has already been published several times in France, accompanied by explanatory documents, postscripts, notes and commentaries. The challenge for me, therefore, was to see if I could find something new to say about it. As well as being passionately interested in the Napoleonic period (and it is the period that has hitherto interested me more than the character of the man himself, which I regard somewhat critically), I am also a psychiatrist and an author, many of whose books are set in the Napoleonic era. Since most of the commentaries so far have been written by historians, I was keen to discover what my perspective as author and psychiatrist could add to the reading of the work.

         
 

         There exists what I like to call ‘the Trial of Napoleon’. Everyone is on the jury, since everyone has an opinion about the great man. Even two centuries after he died, it is true to say that few people are indifferent to Napoleon. The various opinions of him differ widely. Was he a plague on humanity or simply the whipping boy of a troubled era? The saviour of Revolutionary ideals who ultimately failed, or a classic military dictator of the type that history throws up from time to time? Some call him an atypical dictator, many a military genius. Was he a victorious general who, like Alexander the Great, showed himself incapable of renouncing military action? Or a lucky general adept at taking credit for the successes of his excellent officers? A tyrannical over-protective father? The perfect illustration of the corruption of power, which turned a sincere republican general into a tyrant? A pathological risk-taker (witness the 1812 Russian campaign, which was nothing more than a giant toss of the coin, demonstrating an incapacity to say: that’s enough, I’ll stop here)? A misunderstood visionary reformer? The ‘republican’ and ‘imperial’ variant of a king crowned as a result of a military coup? And the list of interpretations goes on … 

         
 

         Napoleon is still an enigma even after more than fifty thousand books written about the era, and by and about the man himself.
 

         Of those fifty thousand books, Clisson and Eugénie is one of the most revealing.

         
 

         Napoleon wrote some works (including several short stories) when he was still Bonaparte. But Clisson and Eugénie, written in the autumn of 1795, remains his most successful and important work of fiction. His other noted work of fiction is The Memorial of St Helena, dictated, or perhaps merely recounted in an informal manner, to Emmanuel, Comte de Las Cases, during the years of captivity on St Helena. It might seem odd to refer to The Memorial of St Helena as fiction rather than a memoir, but in fact it has long been recognised that rather than dictating his life story, Napoleon was constructing his legend, transforming his life into myth. The Memorial of St Helena is a sort of autobiography, but fictionalised and embellished for posterity. And it was more successful in creating the legend than Napoleon could ever have imagined. Still today, a number of ideas about what Napoleon was like are based more on the narrative of The Memorial of St Helena than on reality. This is not a new phenomenon. In England, Richard III will for ever be known as a bloody machiavellian dictator because that’s the way Shakespeare depicted him. Even if historians and writers produce solid arguments to show that he was probably not the odious murderer of his brother Edward IV’s two young children, we continue to believe he was their murderer in spite of everything. Shakespeare says so! (Readers interested in the question of Richard’s innocence or otherwise will enjoy reading Josephine Tey’s excellent novel The Daughter of Time.) It is said that ‘the pen is mightier than the sword’; alas, this is not always true, but the pen is in any case mightier than reality …

         
  

         So Napoleon’s life is marked by two key pieces of creative writing, one written in 1795 before his rise to power, and the other written from 1815–1816 after his reign was over. They form significant signposts to his life.
 

         The style of Clisson and Eugénie is very striking. The sentences are frequently short, concise and trenchant. It is exactly the same style that Napoleon continued to use once he became emperor, for giving orders, for dictating the famous Grande Armée bulletins that informed the world of the outstanding feats of his troops (and in which truth and propaganda featured in equal measure) or for crucifying someone with one of his famous insults. A celebrated example of such an affront came at the end of an interview with Talleyrand, whom he rightly suspected of being a traitor. Napoleon drew the meeting to a close with the words, ‘You are nothing but shit in silk stockings.’

         
 

         There are two things to point out about the story’s abbreviated style. The first is that it is not easy to write in such a way. It is no easier to compose concise sentences than long ones and it takes as much skill to write sparely as to create prose that is liberally laced with metaphors. So a terse pared-down style requires as much talent as the ornate flowery style espoused by many contemporary French writers.
 

         It is quite obvious that Clisson and Eugénie has been worked and reworked many times. Napoleon spent hours and hours on the story, take it from me, another writer. So the book is not just the hasty scrawl of a general, bored in his barracks; it is a work that haunted the man, that exhausted him, that tormented him until he had the correct sentences down on paper. One should not be misled by the unfinished appearance of the story. True, there appear to be little things missing, and certainly the work was not fully finished. But there is enough evidence from the versions left to posterity that Napoleon worked at and polished the writing several times, and that the opening at least was very close to the final version, had Napoleon been able to finish it.

         
 

         The second point to note is the astonishing contrast between the brief, rapid, precise style, and the passages that suddenly soar into lyricism. Some passages are firmly anchored in reality; they talk about concrete things in a narrative without embellishment. Sometimes, however, Napoleon’s imagination carries him off into the lyrical. The result is a story that is bittersweet, combining two flavours that it seems to me were not normally linked at that time.

         


         As Peter Hicks and Émilie Barthet have shown here in the interpretation, the novel is impregnated with Romanticism (using the term in the sense of the emotional and artistic movement that flourished in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and which is still alive and well today and continuing to inspire and draw forth excellent works). Napoleon romantic? Who would have thought that those two words would go together? Not me, at any rate! And yet that’s the conclusion one reaches on reading the novel. Clisson and Eugénie is in many ways similar to The Sorrows of Young Werther, one of Goethe’s masterpieces, published in 1774. Napoleon admitted that he had read that novel seven times. We know that he read it six times during his Egyptian campaign, from 1798 to 1799. When else did he read it? Was it before he wrote Clisson and Eugénie? I have not been able to establish that for certain,we can only speculate. The Sorrows of Young Werther remains one of the novels that best addresses the central themes of Romanticism (still using the term in the eighteenth-/nineteenth-century sense): the great human emotions, including of course amorous passion, but also the suffering of the soul, and that strange psychological state that we call ‘melancholy’, a word that covers a multitude of meanings. It is interesting that the word ‘melancholy’ appears twice in the space of a few lines in Clisson and Eugénie. The manner of this repetition seems worthy of note, and I think one can conclude that the theme was very important to the author and that the repetition was deliberate.

         


         Let’s leave the question of style now and deal with the plot. Can an author invent a character who is not based on himself? To this day psychiatrists, psychologists, psychoanalysts and writers cannot agree on the answer to this question. Perhaps it is not possible to give a universal response; perhaps each case should be considered on its own merit. So is Napoleon Clisson? And if the answer is yes, to what extent? For if Clisson and Eugénie can be read as a piece of fiction (and indeed must be read as fiction), it is obvious that it is also an important guide to understanding the man Napoleon was. Every reader will draw his or her own conclusions, but I would like to point out certain things and propose some hypotheses for debate.

         
 

         It has to be said that the novel contains some disturbing autobiographical elements. Clisson is a brilliant general endowed with a dark side: he’s fascinated by war. This worrying facet of his character is on display in the very first sentence of the story: ‘From birth Clisson was strongly attracted to war.’ A very old French tradition dictates that the opening sentence of a story must be particularly striking, and in fact that tradition is still alive and well among French novelists today – it is always a pleasure to open a book and read just the first sentence to see whether the book will appeal or not. As an aside, I’m not sure that the majority of English and American writers are so consumed by the importance of the opening sentence, but certainly in France the first sentence of a novel is already a novel in itself. So is it the case that Napoleon Bonaparte, an avid reader of his contemporaries’ novels, had noticed this as well? Whether or not he had, Napoleon’s opening sentence is very important.

         


         The novel begins with Clisson’s fascination with war, but as the story develops, this recedes into the shadows and is forgotten, and does not return to the forefront of the narrative until the climax of the story. Clisson meets Eugénie and rapidly falls in love with her. Eugénie is the second autobiographical element. Napoleon Bonaparte was indeed very much in love with an Eugénie: Eugénie Désirée Clary, better known today simply as Désirée Clary. Their brief liaison lasted from 1794 until the first half of 1795, before gradually dying over some months. Clisson and Eugénie was written in the autumn of 1795, coinciding exactly with the end of the love affair. There are several different versions of their break-up, but it is often stated that it was Eugénie who tired of Napoleon Bonaparte first, to his great chagrin (witness the letters he wrote to his beloved, complaining of the long gaps between her letters to him). In late 1795, however, Bonaparte fell in love with Joséphine de Beauharnais and that put a definitive end to any chance of a reconciliation between him and Eugénie Désirée Clary.

         


         There is another element that points to the fact that Napoleon strongly identified with Clisson. Clisson’s spirit is a battlefield where Eros and Thanatos, love of life and fascination with death, confront each other, and this conflict infuses the whole story. Of course this could just be because it is such a universal theme, a reflection of the struggle that exists in us all. Or the depiction of that struggle could reveal an important truth about Napoleon and his era.
 

         I will return to that question in the Afterword to the text of Clisson and Eugénie, translated into English by Peter Hicks.

         


         Armand Cabasson
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