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Although avastand oftenexcellentliterature exists onthe Napoleonic Wars, there remainimportantgaps
and misconceptions inourunderstanding both ofthe wars themselves and ofthe contextinwhichtheywere
fought. Probably the mostsignificant ofthese gaps and misconceptions concernRussia's role in the
internationalrelations (including, of course, the wars) ofthe Napoleonic era, whichis veryimperfectly
understood bothinRussiaand in"the West."! Some reasons formisunderstanding are specific to Russian
orWesternhistorians:inotherrespects, however,Russianand Westernscholarship onthe erashares
similar weaknesses. Inthis article I look firstat Westernand then at Russian writing on Russia's role in
Napoleon's downfall. Iseek to explainwhy Russia's partinthe collapse of Napoleon's empire has been
misunderstood and underestimated bothinRussia and the "West." lalso pointto the ways in which this has

distorted arealistic and balanced understanding ofthe defeatof NapoleonbothinRussiaand abroad.

Giventhe mannerinwhichthe wars ofthis era were mobilized by nationalist mythmakers,itis perhaps not
surprising thatthe enormous Russian contribution to the destructionofNapoleon's empire should have
beenplayed downbyBritish, French,and German historians. Amore [End Page 283] interesting problemis
why Russian historians have also contributed to this underestimation oftheirown country's efforts. This
article points the finger,above all, at the Russianobsessionwith militaryoperations in 1812, which existed
before the 1917 Revolutionbut grewevenstrongerinthe Sovietera. The reverse side ofthis obsessionwas
that Russian historians largelyignored the events 0f1813-14. Not merely did this do no justice to the
immense military-operationaland logistical efforts ofthe Russianstate and armyinthose years,italso
seriouslydistorted the understanding evenofRussianstrategyin 1812. Inevitably, italso allowed British,
French,and German historians free reinto interpret Napoleon's overthrow in the mannerbestsuited to
serve theirown national myths and historiographical traditions.

The fundamental purpose ofthis article is therefore twofold. As regards Western historiography, its aimis to
bring Russia back into the centerofthe picture, where it belongs. Meanwhile, the article seeks to alert
Russian historians to the importance of1813-14 as a time notjust whenthe tsarist state and armyovercame
enormous challenges with exceptionalskill, but also whenRussia made animmense contribution to
Europeanpeace and stability, to which the Russianempire's own securitywas inseparably linked.

* * %

Inthe West, veryfew academics have everwrittenon Russian militaryorevendiplomatic historyin the
Napoleonic era.? One importantreasonforthis is lack ofaccess to Russian military and diplomatic archives
untilthe [End Page 284]1990s.3 Although much memoir material and manyvolumes ofofficial military* and
diplomatic® documents were published inboththe tsaristand Soviet eras, there remainkeyaspects of
Russia's role inthe Napoleonic Wars whichcanbe understood onlythrough extensive researchinRussian
military archives. Above all, this is true ifone attempts to move away from the traditional narrow focus of
Russianhistoriographyon militaryoperations in 1812. Forexample, it would be difficult to write convincingly
oncrucialissues suchas the mobilizationofthe Russianrear, logistics, the formationofreserve forces, or

even militaryoperations in 1813-14 without using Russian archival sources.

Atleastas important, however,is the fact that military history, and above all the history of militaryoperations,
has beenveryunfashionable in Westernuniversities inrecentdecades. Diplomatic historyis onlyslightly
less marginalized.® Inaddition, post-1945 Westernscholarship on[End Page...
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Although a vast and often excellem lierarure exists on the Napoleonic
Wars, there remain imporant gaps and misconceptions in our under-
standing both of the wars themselves and of the context in which they were
fought. Probably the mest significant of these gaps and misconcepuions
concern Russia’s role in the iniemarional relations (induding, of course,
the wan) of the Napokonic er, which is very imperfealy undersiood
both in Russia and in *the Wes,.™ Some reasons for misunderstanding
are specific 1o Russian or Westem hisworians: in other respects, however,
Russian and Westem scholarship on the era shares similar weaknesses. In
this article [ look first at Western and then ar Russian writing on Russias
roke in Napoleon's downfall. | seek 10 expliin why Russia’s part in the col
lapse of Napoleon's empire has been misundersiood and underestimared
both in Russia and the *Wes.” | also point 1o the ways in which this has
distoried a realisticand halanced understanding of the defear ol Napaoleon
both in Russia and abread.

Given the manner in which the wars ol this era were mobilized by
nationalist mythmakers, it is perhaps not surprising that the enormous
Russian conribution 1o the destruction of Napoleon's empire should have
been played down by British, French, and German hisworians. A more
This & my fira apparunity in prine o thank the Leverhulme Foundarion for awarding
me a Major Research Felkwship 1o pursue my wark on this subjecy in 2006-9.

' Much the best survey of chis tapic in English is by Akesander Mamin: “The Russian
Empire and the Napokeanic Wars,” in Napalnen and Ewmpe, edl. Thilip G. Dwyer (Harkm,
UK: Langman, 2001}, 24363, Another mare narrawly miitary but very weful s
wey is by Frederick Kagan: “Russia’s Wars with Napolean : 1805-1815." in The Milizery
Himryasf Tiariz Rwsa, od. Frederick W. Kagan and Rohin Higham (Houndmills, UK:
Palgrave, 2002), 106-22 The outstanding publicasian of the bist decade an Russia in
the Napaleanic era in any language isV. M. Bezatonyi et al, ads, (s nads voing
1812 gods: Entsibspediia (Mascow: Rossmn, 2004), reviewed in Kriike 7, 1 (006):
133-35. As ins vitke suggesis, this covers anly 1812 in any depch.
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