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Pitch
Two hundred years after his death, Napoleon remains
one of the most enduring figures in history.
Tens of thousands of books have been written and
continue to be written about his life and his legend.
But this immortality was something Napoleon
himself partly constructed during his lifetime. He
was convinced that he had been chosen for glory and
posterity.

Napoleon was not frightened by the idea of death. He
confronted it, sometimes even challenging it. If he
emerged victorious, that could only mean he was on
the right path.
This film will focus on seven key moments in his life
that involved seven encounters with death, including
the final one. Some were sought out, others were
thrust upon him, and we will reveal how this macabre
dance with the grim reaper influenced his life and
helped shape the legend.
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Seven duels to the death
In the events we intend to explore, death came so
close that Napoleon was forced to acknowledge it,
as if it were a sign from beyond the grave. Napoleon,
who was neither an atheist nor a true believer, was
convinced that he had been put on earth to fulfill a
mission. And when he escaped death, he interpreted
this as an injunction to act.

The Coup d’Etat

Napoleon’s attempt to seize power almost ended in
a lynching. He was a soldier, not yet educated in the
subtleties of politics, and suddenly thought he had
made a mistake. With this event, which he turned
into a Roman tragedy, Napoleon suddenly revealed
his fragility, but his sense that he was predestined for
Facing death strengthened his belief in his own destiny. greatness was only reinforced. If he made it through
this episode, it was because of the lucky star guiding
his way.

The Battle of Arcola

It was on the bridge of Arcola that General Bonaparte
truly faced death for the first time. Braving enemy
fire, he was saved by his aide-de-camp, Jean-Baptiste
Muiron, whom he referred to as his guardian angel.
Muiron blocked the bullets with his own body and
died. The lesson Napoleon took from this drama was
that death could not take him by surprise and that he
had a destiny to fulfill. The event was the cornerstone
of his legend.

Staps’s dagger
In 1809, after his victories at Austerlitz and Wagram,
Napoleon was at his peak when Frederic Staps tried to
assassinate him. Austrian-born Staps was intercepted
just a few meters from the Emperor, who took it as a
sign. He finally had to stop putting off the inevitable
and divorce Josephine, who was unable to give him
an heir. This was a terrible decision to have to make:
He would have to sacrifice the person he loved most
in the world for reasons of state.
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The suicide attempt

Napoleon’s death and the birth of a legend

Napoleon returned from the Russian campaign in
1814 defeated, and was forced to abdicate. Following
in the footsteps of ancient emperors, he decided to
take matters into his own hands and end his own
life. But the poison he swallowed did not have the
desired effect. This failed suicide attempt, which
was concealed during Napoleon’s lifetime, was
interpreted as a new sign. The Emperor was now
invincible and still had work to be done.

When the inevitable finally came, on St. Helena, when
the malignant malady that had been gnawing at him
for years finally gained the upper hand, Napoleon
staged his exit, painting himself as a martyr in exile
and penning an audacious comparison: “If Jesus
Christ had not died on the cross, he would not have
been God.” He wrote his testament and carefully
chose his last words.
His final exit was a success.

The Memorial of St. Helena in which Napoleon
dictated his memoirs to Emmanuel de Las Cases
After Napoleon escaped from Elba, his only ambition went on to become one of the most read books of the
was to take back power. In March 1815, at Lake century.And since his death, almost 300,000 books
Laffrey, just south of Geneva, he opened his frock have been published with Napoleon’s name in their
coat and, unarmed, offered his chest to the royalist title.
soldiers blocking his way to Paris, as a final injunction
to his destiny. Is this where it ends? The troops rallied
behind the immortal general returning to Paris.

The challenge at the Laffrey Lake
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Directorial & visual intentions

Unpublished writings

Napoleon used to say that his life was a novel. In
the end, he wrote the novel of his own life.
Napoleon wrote all the time, after every decision
and before every battle. He wrote to his wives, his
generals, his mother, his brothers, and his enemies.
Few others of his stature left so many personal
documents behind.
As such, we are very lucky to be working with
Thierry Lentz, and also with François Houdecek of
the Fondation Napoléon. The Foundation has just
finished publishing all of Napoleon’s correspondence
– the 15th and final volume was published a few
months ago after 17 years of research – representing
more than 40,000 letters, a quarter of which were
previously unseen.
Ensuring a critical distance is facilitated by having
many additional sources. By cross-checking different
points of view, we are able to weave a contrasting
portrait of his personality.

Using animation for introspection

Making a film centered on such a character requires
some form of embodiment in order to bring additional
depth to the character. As such, we have chosen to
use animation to illustrate Napoleon’s moments of
introspection. Instead of a simple reconstruction
with an actor, this process allows us to bring a layer
of emotion whilst preserving a certain distance,
something dreamlike, to help convey the character’s
inner thoughts.
Digital painting techniques allow us to preserve a
resolutely modern style.

Drawings and maps to convey the action

These animated sequences will be complemented by
and linked together using sequences of drawings to
illustrate the action.
Similarly, we will use dynamic cartography with
animated maps showing movements and illustrations
when we need to evoke the state of affairs of a certain
country or battle, or to translate movement. Miniillustrations will be integrated into these background
maps to provide additional information.
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Interviewees
Thierry Lentz - Historical advisor
Director of the Fondation Napoléon since 2000
Editor of La Correspondance Générale de Napoléon, published by Fayard in 15
volumes (2004-2018), and author of some 40 historical works on the period of the
First Empire.

Patrice Guéniffey
A disciple of François Furet, Patrice Guéniffey is considered to be one of the best
contemporary experts on the Revolution and the Empire.
Since 2005, he has devoted his time to researching Napoleonic history and has
written a biography of Bonaparte, examining the Emperor’s psychology.

Emilie Robbe
Chief Curator of the Heritage Museum at the Hôtel des Invalides, Émilie Robbe
rubs shoulders with the Emperor on a daily basis and has organized half a dozen
exhibitions of international scope on the subject. She is the curator of multiple
exhibitions, and is preparing an event for 2021 on the theme of Napoleon and death.

Pierre Branda
Since 2005, Pierre Branda has been an historian of the First Empire, notably studying
the financing of the war and its political and diplomatic consequences. He has
published around 20 books on this period.
His books, “Napoléon et ses hommes : La maison de l’empereur, 1804-1815” (2011)
and “Josephine : le paradoxe du cygnet” (2016); offer a more intimate approach to
the subject.

Jean-Marie Rouart
In his work, “Napoleon ou la destinée”, Jean-Marie Rouart goes in search of the other
Napoleon, the one who is not described in historical biographies; he explores an
unknown Napoleon, the man hidden behind the fresco of history, a man often on the
brink of the abyss, constantly on the verge of catastrophe, who strives to solve the
enigma of destiny.
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François Houdececk
Head of Special Projects at the Fondation Napoléon, François Houdecek was responsible
for publishing “La Correspondance générale de Napoléon Bonaparte” until 2018. In this
capacity, he is an unrivalled expert in the Emperor’s writings.

Jacques-Olivier Boudon
President of the Institut Napoléon, an academic organization dedicated to Napoleonic
studies and a professor at the University of Paris IV Sorbonne. His research explores
the history of the French Revolution and the First Empire, as well as contemporary
religious history, and he has written more than 20 books on Napoleon.

Charles-Eloi Vial
Charles-Eloi Vial is the curator of the Manuscripts Department of the Bibliothèque
Nationale, and has been the General Secretary of the Institut Napoléon since 2018. A
doctor of history, he has written several works on the Emperor, including “Napoléon à
Sainte-Hélène, l’encre de l’exil”, which explores Napoleon’s final years through original

Chantal Prévot
Chantal Prévot has a diploma in public library and documentation studies, a master’s
degree in archaeology and a degree in history. She manages the physical and digital
libraries of the Fondation Napoléon and has published numerous articles on the
subject. She was involved with the publication of the original manuscript of the
“Mémorial de Sainte-Hélène” and is an expert in Napoleon’s will.
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