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The Moscow Campaign 1812 and downfall of Emperor Napoleon 1 

Questions to ponder 

1. Examine the effects of Moscow Campaign 1812 on downfall of Napoleon I. 

The Moscow Campaign of 1812, also known as the French invasion of Russia, was a major 
military campaign initiated by Napoleon Bonaparte with the aim of compelling the Russian 
Empire to comply with the Continental System. Here is the summary of the campaign: 

1. Invasion: Napoleon's Grande Armée, consisting of about 615,000 soldiers, crossed the 
Neman River into Russia on June 24, 1812. 

2. Battle of Borodino: One of the major battles of the campaign was the Battle of Borodino 
on September 7, 1812, where Napoleon achieved a costly victory over the Russian 
forces. 

3. Capture of Moscow: Napoleon's forces captured Moscow on September 14, 1812, but 
found the city largely abandoned and set ablaze by the Russians. 

4. Retreat: The harsh Russian winter, lack of supplies, and continuous harassment by 
Russian forces forced Napoleon to begin a disastrous retreat from Moscow in October 
1812. 

5. Devastating Losses: The campaign resulted in massive casualties, with estimates of 
around 500,000 soldiers from the Grande Armée either killed or captured, and another 
100,000 deserting. 

6. Impact: The failure of the Moscow Campaign significantly weakened Napoleon's military 
strength and contributed to his eventual downfall. 

Causes of the Moscow Campaign of 1812 

The Moscow Campaign of 1812 was driven by several key factors: 

1. Continental System: Napoleon aimed to compel Russia to comply with the Continental 
System, a blockade against British trade. Russia's withdrawal from the system in 1810 
was a direct cause. 



digitalteaches.co.ug Page 2 
 

2. Political Tensions: Tensions between Napoleon and Tsar Alexander I of Russia escalated 
due to conflicting interests, including Russia's desire to annex Constantinople and parts 
of the Balkans. 

3. French Expansion: Napoleon sought to expand his influence and control over Europe, 
and Russia's non-compliance with his policies was seen as a threat to his dominance. 

4. Strategic Advantage: By defeating Russia, Napoleon hoped to secure a strategic 
advantage in Europe and weaken one of his most significant adversaries. 

The consequences of the Moscow Campaign of 1812 on Europe 

The Moscow Campaign of 1812 had profound consequences for Europe: 

1. Weakened French Military: The campaign resulted in the catastrophic loss of 
approximately 500,000 soldiers from Napoleon's Grande Armée, significantly weakening 
his military strength. 

2. Rise of Coalition Forces: The disastrous campaign emboldened Napoleon's enemies, 
leading to the formation and strengthening of the Sixth Coalition, which included major 
powers like Russia, Prussia, Austria, and the United Kingdom. 

3. Economic Strain: The enormous cost of the campaign strained the French economy, 
contributing to financial difficulties and unrest within France. 

4. Loss of Prestige: Napoleon's failure in Russia damaged his reputation as an invincible 
military leader, undermining his authority and influence in Europe. 

5. Shift in Power Dynamics: The campaign shifted the balance of power in Europe, with 
Russia emerging as a key player in the subsequent defeat of Napoleon and the 
reshaping of the European political landscape. 

6. Loss of life and property. During the Moscow campaign there was significant loss of life 
and property. 

7. High taxation. The 1812 Moscow campaign drained France financially which compelled 
the Emperor Napoleon I to resort to excess taxation cause discomfort of traders and 
people. 

8. Compulsory military recruitment. The mass loss of soldiers led to compulsory military 
recruitment. 

9. Boost of Russian prestige. The defeat of French army boosted Russian prestige and 
began jeopardizing France’s dominance in states like Poland and Germany. 

10. Increased hostility between France and Russia. 

Reasons for Napoleon’s defeat during the Moscow Campaign 1812 

Napoleon's defeat during the Moscow Campaign can be attributed to several key factors: 

1. Harsh Winter: The severe Russian winter took a heavy toll on Napoleon's Grande 
Armée, causing frostbite, hypothermia, and death among the troops. 

2. Scorched Earth Tactics: The Russian forces employed a scorched earth policy, burning 
their own villages and crops to deprive the French of supplies. 
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3. Logistical Challenges: The vast distances and lack of adequate supplies made it difficult 
for Napoleon's army to sustain itself during the campaign. 

4. Guerrilla Warfare: Russian forces used guerrilla tactics to constantly harass and attack 
French supply lines and rear guard units. 

5. Battle of Borodino: Although Napoleon won the Battle of Borodino, it was a Pyrrhic 
victory that cost him dearly in terms of casualties and resources. 

6. Russian Resolve: The determination and resilience of the Russian army and population 
played a significant role in resisting the French invasion. 

7. Internal army conflicts. The internal inflicts in military weakened the armies ability to 
win the war. 

Contributions of Moscow Campaign the downfall of Napoleon I 

The Moscow Campaign of 1812 played a crucial role in the downfall of Napoleon I for several 
reasons: 

1. Massive Losses: The campaign resulted in the loss of approximately 500,000 soldiers 
from Napoleon's Grande Armée, significantly weakening his military strength. 

2. Economic Strain: The campaign drained French resources and finances, exacerbating 
economic difficulties within France. 

3. Diplomatic Isolation: The failure of the campaign damaged Napoleon's reputation and 
diplomatic standing, leading to increased opposition from other European powers. 

4. Rise of Coalition Forces: The campaign emboldened Napoleon's enemies, leading to the 
formation and strengthening of the Sixth Coalition, which included major powers like 
Russia, Prussia, Austria, and the United Kingdom. 

5. Loss of Prestige: Napoleon's inability to conquer Russia and the subsequent retreat 
undermined his image as an invincible military leader, weakening his authority and 
influence in Europe. 
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