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	Venetians put Napoleon on trial, 200 years later
Some draw parallels between Rumsfeld and France's emperor
DANIEL WILLIAMS
Washington Post
VENICE, Italy - The defendant in Italy's most sensational trial of the year will not speak in his own defense.

He's been dead almost two centuries. An available stand-in is made of stone.

The defendant is Napoleon Bonaparte, who tried to conquer all of Europe and parts of the Middle East. A group of Venetian nationalists has put him in the dock.

The crime: destruction of the Most Serene Republic of Venice in 1797. The charges include breach of recognized international law, pitiless killing, looting and decades of impoverishment of the once-prosperous island-state and its far-flung possessions.

Napoleon's defenders -- some of them Venetians -- say it's all hogwash. History shouldn't be put on trial. Besides, they say, the diminutive Corsican general freed Venice from the grasp of aristocratic tyrants who already had brought the city to ruin.

The trial is a mock affair being played out by real-life judges and lawyers in flowing robes and floppy 18th century hats, but it has awakened dormant passions.

The case against Napoleon was prompted by the purchase of a long-lost marble statue of him that once stood in the city's premier public space, St. Mark's Square. The buyers -- French philanthropists and an Italian bank -- paid $300,000 for the piece at a New York auction.

But the purchase became the focal point for 200 years of Venetian resentment.

"We don't mind the statue so much, although for all I care they can toss it into the lagoon," said Renzo Fogliata, a lawyer prosecuting the case. "But we can't let Napoleon be brought into the city and glorified. So we put him on trial."

To avoid a public protest, the donors spirited the marble emperor into the city before dawn, when only a few early rising gondoliers would see. This rather muscular, 8-foot-tall Napoleon, posed like a Roman emperor, now stands in solitary confinement inside the Correr Museum at St. Mark's Square.

This might all be an obscure tempest in a local teapot, were it not for the war in Iraq. The trial got under way in early April, just as the Americans were winding up their takeover of Baghdad.

Suddenly, Napoleon's motives seemed somehow akin to U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld's in this largely antiwar country. Bonaparte had justified his invasion as a kind of Operation Venetian Freedom.

Jerome Zieseniss, a historian and member of the French Committee to Safeguard Venice, an organization of art lovers who paid half the cost of the statue's purchase, said:

"There is an analogy. France and the United States are two republics out to change the world. Napoleon believed that modernity could be imposed. Of course, like the Americans, he had his country's interests at heart. This was not a philanthropic venture."

But Napoleon's detractors counter that Venice was hardly evil. True, it was an oligarchy, but one that had introduced quasi-democratic practices and had lasted for 1,000 years.

It had its own code of laws, and needed none of Napoleon's reforms (save, they acknowledge, for the elimination of the ghetto, an institution invented by the Venetians to coop up the city's Jewish population).

"We don't need to learn anything from Bonaparte. He could learn from us," said historian Pietro Bortoluzzi. "Napoleon moved European history, but at the expense of Venice."
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