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 Napoleon Bonaparte  
 
When Napoleon Bonaparte seized power in France in 1799, he quickly attempted to gain 
control of public opinion. He did this, in part, by censoring newspapers, plays, and books. 
His aides were ordered to review news sources and literary works to make sure he was 
cast in a favorable light. Napoleon’s secret police enforced his policies. The following 
excerpts from his correspondence reveal his desire to control public opinion. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
How do you think the censoring of newspapers, plays, books, and sermons aided 
Napoleon? 
 
 
 
To Citizen Ripault, Napoleon’s Librarian, July 23, 1801  
 
Citizen Ripault is to see that he is supplied every day with all the papers that come out, 
except the eleven political papers. He will read them carefully, make an abstract

1 
of 

everything they contain likely to influence public opinion, especially with regard to 
religion, philosophy, and political opinion. He will send me this abstract daily between 
five and six o’clock.  
 
Once every ten days he will send me an analysis of all the books or pamphlets which 
have appeared during that period, calling attention to any passages on moral  
questions. . . .  
 
He will take pains to procure copies of all the plays which are produced, and to analyse 
them for me, with observations of the same character as those mentioned above. This 
analysis must be made, at the least, within forty-eight hours of the production of the 
plays.  
 
He is to send me every first and sixth day, between five and six o’clock, a list of all the 
bills,

2 
advertisements, etc. which deserve attention, as well as anything that has come to 

his knowledge, and anything that has been done or said in the various institutes, or 
important trials, that might be of interest from a political and moral point of view.  

 
To Fouché, June 1, 1805 
 
I would like newspaper editors [to have] enough sense not to publish news harmful to the 
nation. The attention of the papers ought to be directed toward attacking England—
English fashions, English customs, English literature, the English constitution.
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Voltaire
3 
did us great harm by his constant essays in Anglomania. It seems to me that the 

success of the tragedy The Templars
4 
is turning attention to that incident in French 

history. That is good, but I don’t think we ought to allow plays on subjects of too recent a 
date. I see in one of the papers that there is talk of putting on a tragedy about Henry IV 
[d. 1610]. That period is not distant enough to rouse no passions. The stage needs a touch 
of antiquity: and I think that, without interfering with the theater too much, you ought to 
veto this particular play: but don’t make your intervention public.  
 
To Portalis, September 19, 1805 
 
Inform M. Robert, a priest at Bourges, of my displeasure at the extremely bad sermon on 
August 15.  

 
To Fouché, May 7, 1806 
 
A fourth volume of Millot

5 
has just been published, containing all kinds of ridiculous 

nonsense and harmful to the glory of our arms. It is the height of indecency that such an 
ignoramus should write in the grand manner about contemporary events. Have the book 
suppressed.  

 
1. abstract: a summary of a text 
2. bills: playbills; the programs of plays 
3. Voltaire: a French author known for his criticism of the French government 
4. The Templars: a French play 
5. Millot: a French author 
 
 
First four letters—Excerpt from Correspondance de Napoleon I (Paris: 
Imprimerie Impériale, 1854–1869), Volume 7, p. 5647; Volume 10, p. 8821; 
Volume 11, p. 9243; Volume 12, p. 10209. Fifth letter—Excerpt from Lettres 
Inédites de Napoleon I, Volume One, compiled by Leon Lecestre (Paris: Plon- 
Nourrit, 1897), p. 150. 
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