
2 December 1805

Austerlitz: Napoleon’s most prestigious and spectacular military 
victory







Napoleon goes to war…

The War of the Third Coalition 
(1803-1805)





1789: the outbreak of 
the French Revolution

Initially welcomed by the 
European powers

Revolution

=

A weakened France on the 
European stage



August 1791

Growing concerns in Europe

The Declaration of Pillnitz: “the 
actual situation of His Majesty the 

King of France… a matter of 
communal interest for all 

sovereigns of Europe”

Joint support of Austria and Prussia 
for Louis XVI against the Revolution

February 1792: Austro-Prussian 
alliance



April 1792: France at war with 
Austria

European monarchies 
vs. 

Revolutionary France

Napoleon Bonaparte promoted 
Captain



The War of 
the First 
Coalition



The Prussians defeated 
at Valmy

(20 September) 

22 September: the French 
National Assembly 

proclaimed the Republic

Prussia called it quit



21 January 1793

French Revolution perceived 
as a threat to British 
economic interests

1794: French Republic 
abolished slavery

War with France



The French occupation of 
the Austrian Netherlands

A direct threat to Great Britain

Napoleon’s strategy: to focus 
on the most dangerous of 

enemies first



Napoleon’s Italian 
campaign against Austria 

(1796-1797)

A complete success

Napoleon considered one of Europe’s greatest 
military leaders at 28



Napoleon’s military genius: to 
concentrate its main forces 

against the enemy’s weakest 
point

To prevent his enemies to unite
(One enemy at a time)

Speed and mobility



The French Revolutionary soldiers: fighting for freedom

Hatred for monarchies



The Marseillaise

A defensive war song

Arise children of the fatherland
The day of glory has arrived

Against us tyranny's
Bloody standard is raised

Listen to the sound in the fields
The howling of these fearsome 

soldiers
They are coming into our midst

To cut the throats of your sons and 
consorts



Le Chant du départ (1794)
(Song of Departure)

Chosen by Napoleon as France’s national anthem

Victory sings, for us
Her gates have opened from afar

Liberty leads all of our strides!
And from north to the south

The mighty horn of war
Came the time for its battle cry!

Tremble, enemies of France
Kings drunk on blood and pride

The sovereign people shall advance,
Tyrants descend in graves to hide!

The Republic calls for us!
Let’s know how to vanquish or how to fail
For she has given the Frenchman his life

And for her he must give to prevail!



Napoleon: a vulgar upstart

The “Antichrist”



Peace with Austria

How to deal with the other 
enemy: Great Britain?



“The time is not far distant 
when we shall feel that, in 

order truly to destroy 
England, we must occupy 

Egypt” (August 1797)

Why Egypt?



1 July 1798: successful landing in Egypt (Alexandria)



May 1798: departure of the French 
armada from Marseilles, Genoa & 
Civitavecchia (Rome)

The British fleet: a constant threat

A miracle the French fleet escaped 
Nelson’s squadron



July 1, 1798: successful landing in Egypt (Alexandria)



August 1: defeat at sea

The French fleet destroyed at 
Abukir

The British in control of the 
Mediterranean

The French cut off from their 
supply lines and 

communications with France



The War of the Second Coalition (1798-1802): 
renewed war in Europe against revolutionary 

France

To contain the expansion of the French 
Republic

No reinforcements to be expected

Bonaparte’s decision to return to France 
(clandestine departure)



Napoleon’s coup d’état 
(December 1799)



Napoleon as First Consul (1800-1804) – The name Bonaparte synonymous of glory

A new monarchy considered: Napoleon perceived as the only one able to maintain 
the revolution’s ideals while restoring political stability

Napoleon: the providential man



1802: a fragile peace

A new balance of power in 
Europe?

Fear of France expansionism



Austria: considerable 
loss of influence in the 

Germanic world

The Holy Roman 
Empire to reorganized
(French annexations)



The Holy Roman Empire: an 
ancient institution

(962)

The dream of a rebirth of the 
Roman Empire (the unity of 

Christian Europe)

Multiple independent states 
under the (loose) authority 

of an emperor

A Habsburg since the 15th

century



The Holy Roman Empire

Napoleon: an archaic 
political structure

The unity of Europe under 
his leadership?



An empty shell

Bavaria (green) & Saxony
(red): alliance with France



Growing concerns in 
London

The principle of balance of 
power in continental Europe 

threatened by Napoleon

Franco-British economic 
competition



Sugar

Franco-Spanish alliance

Haiti’s war of independence

35 000 French soldiers

The return of Louisiana to 
France



May 1803

Great Britain at war with 
France once again!

French occupation of 
Hanover (property of the 

king of England)



Napoleon’s plan to invade England





“Boney”

“The Corsican Ogre”



March 1804

The Duke of Enghien (member of the 
French royal family) seized in Baden

Executed near Paris on charges of 
plotting against Napoleon

Royalty across Europe outraged



18 May 1804

Napoleon proclaimed emperor 
of the French

The imperial monarchy: a façade 
to reassure the monarchies of 
Europe (the Revolution is over)

The “successor of Charlemagne”







The Pope in attendance



A globe: a reference to 
the coronation of 

emperors of the Holy 
Roman Empire

The message: a further 
reorganization of 

Germany to be expected





August 1804

the creation of the Austrian 
Empire

Francis II becomes Francis I 
Emperor of Austria

Francis I: equal to Bonaparte





March 1805

Napoleon: king of Italy

The last draw: Napoleon 
must be stopped

The Third Coalition (Great 
Britain, Russia and Austria)



What is Napoleon to do?

400 000 allied troops vs. 200 000 
French

The invasion of England 
postponed

Focus on continental enemies 
before they can join forces

Speed and surprise



Napoleon’s army

A close-knit army

Motivated soldiers (the fight 
for freedom)

Excellent leadership



New concepts

Subdividing the army into self-
contained units (divisions)

The corps d'armée

2 or 3 divisions (15 000-30 000 men) 
+ cavalry + artillery + services

Flexibility (autonomy)

Greater mobility





The March to the Rhine

7 corps d'armée

600-700 km in 1 month

Direct routes avoided

Confusing the Allies as to Napoleon’s 
real intentions

The objective: to defeat the Austrians 
before the arrival of Russian 

reinforcements



Charles Schulmeister
“Monsieur Charles”

A master in deception

Schulmeister sent to Austria

His mission: to gain the 
confidence of General Mack 
(Commander of the Austrian 

Army on the Danube)



Fake documents 
(Napoleon’s plans) & news 
of discontent within French 

army fed to Mack

Schulmeister joined Mack’s staff as 
Chief of intelligence!

Schulmeister informed Napoleon of 
Mack’s plans

Two letters from “reliable sources” 
handed over to Mack (forgeries) “to 

compare, cross-check and verify facts”



What did the letters say?

1. the British landed troops 
in France

2. uprisings against 
Napoleon

Mack’s conclusions: 
Napoleon’s army in full 

retreat

Decision to hold his position





Charles Maurice de 
Talleyrand

Napoleon’s foreign affairs 
minister

A shrewd diplomat





Charles Maurice de 
Talleyrand

Balance of power preferable

Letter to Napoleon (17 October 1805)

What future peace?

A lasting peace

4 great powers in Europe (France, 
Great Britain, Austria & Russia)



A new system

An alliance with Austria

A peace of reconciliation

No further French expansion

Great Britain isolated



Victory at Ulm

4 other armies to defeat

Next objective: the Russian army

Napoleon in pursuit (500 km)until 
2 December

A village called Austerlitz



21 October 1805

Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar



The Russians in retreat

To join the second Russian 
army advancing towards 

Austria 





Napoleon: to force the 
Russians to fight

Murat’s cavalry to catch up with the 
Russians under Kutuzov



Russian army across 
the Danube

The road to Vienna open

Murat on is way to Vienna

Napoleon furious



20 November

12 days to assess the situation

The Austro-Russians: to fight or to 
retreat?

Napoleon: to entice the Russians to 
fight



Francis I & Alexander I convinced 
of their superiority over Napoleon

Napoleon’s deception: offer to 
negotiate

Fake retreat





1 December 1805

The eve of the battle







EMPTY





Russian army not 
entirely captured

Alexander I eager to 
continue fighting Napoleon



4 December

A ceasefire with Austria

26 December: peace treaty



Harsh conditions for Austria

A hefty war indemnity

Loss of territories

The end of the Holy Roman 
Empire



Charles Maurice de 
Talleyrand

Warning to Napoleon: Austria will 
avenge itself

An increasingly complacent Napoleon



1806-1807: a Fourth 
Coalition against France

Prussia, Russia, Sweden & 
Great Britain (financial 

contribution)

Napoleon: to attack Prussia 
before Prussian & Russian 

forces could join forces





July 1807: the Russians defeated at Friedland



Tilsit

Alexander I forced to 
negotiate with the 

“Corsican”… for now!



Russia: gaining time

French influence in Germany

(Confederation of the Rhine)

A Grand Duchy of Warsaw 
under French influence

The Continental System



Berlin Decree

“The British Isles are 
declared to be in a state of 

blockade”

Russia’s main trading 
partner: Great Britain!





1812: the invasion of Russia

Napoleon’s strategy: a short war

Massive offensive aimed at overwhelming 
the Russians

Free hands to turn against Great Britain





Charles Maurice de 
Talleyrand

Balance of power preferable

“The true interests of France”

Secret contacts with Alexander I after 
1805

1813-1814: the collapse of 
Napoleon’s empire



Bringing back the Bourbons to the 
throne (1814)

The Bourbons restored: peace and 
stability

A Constitutional Monarchy

Balance of power in Europe



The triumph of Great Britain

The “Concert of Europe”





A new European 
system after 1957

Great Britain joined in 
1973



Charles de Gaulle

Project of European system 
NOT a British project

2016: Brexit

“Global Britain”


