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VENICE -- The defendant in the year's most sensational trial here 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 and, in any case, in their view the diminutive Corsican general freed Venice from the grasp of aristocratic tyrants who had already brought La Serenissima 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 nonetheless awakened dormant passions. Forgiving and forgetting is not often part of Europe's enthusiasm for the past.

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. They thought it proper that this lichen-covered piece of history return to stand among the Tintorettos, Tiepolos, Veroneses and Canovas in Venice's seemingly infinite collection of palaces, galleries and churches.

But La Serenissima was anything but tranquil about this idea. 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 be 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, eight-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 underway in early April, just as the Americans were winding up their takeover of Baghdad.

Suddenly, Napoleon's motives seemed somehow akin to Donald Rumsfeld's in this largely antiwar country. Bonaparte had justified his invasion as a kind of Operation Venetian Freedom. On the eve of war, he warned Venice's rulers, "I shall tolerate none of your Inquisitions, your medieval barbarities. Every man must be free to express his opinions. I will be an Attila for the Venetian Senate." Shock and awe indeed.

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, puts it this way:

"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 an evil empire. True, it was an oligarchy, but one that had introduced quasi-democratic practices and had lasted for 1,000 years, they say. 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."

To sum up the crowded history: In 1797, Napoleon's army was busily attacking Austria after having swept through the northern part of the Italian peninsula. Venice declared itself neutral. It was a maritime power in decline and no match for the French. For a while, in fact, Venice looked fondly on the French Revolution and was one of the first governments to recognize the republic.

But the books say that Napoleon suspected Venice of permitting Austrian troops to use territory it still held on the mainland and of inciting a guerrilla revolt against the French on the mainland.

An incident at sea provided the pretext for conquest. A French ship called the Liberateur d'Italie -- Liberator of Italy, a provocative name given the tensions -- tried to enter Venetian waters. Venetian ships attacked and cannons ashore opened fire. There were fatalities.

Enraged, Napoleon set the terms for Venice's surrender: the freeing of all political prisoners, the disbanding of its army, the creation of a full democracy and an invitation to 3,000 French troops to enter the island republic. As a capper, Napoleon ordered that a Tree of Liberty, a big pole that symbolized the French Revolution, be set up in St. Mark's Square.

Venetian senators agreed speedily to the demands and began to slip away, shedding their ceremonial robes as they fled.

The new overlords burned a copy of the Golden Book, which listed the patrician families that ruled Venice. A mason was ordered to remove images of Winged Lions, the symbol of Venice, all over the city. He took his pay (982 ducats) but was remarkably inefficient -- most remain in place to this day.

A few years later, a group of Venetian merchants commissioned the heroic Napoleon statue. They were grateful for his declaration of Venice as a tax-free port. Domenico Banti, a well-known neoclassical sculptor from Verona, created the statue. The palms-down gesture of Napoleon's outstretched right hand was modeled after a similar pose of an equestrian Marcus Aurelius that stands in front of Rome's city hall. The gesture is meant to symbolize Napoleon as a bringer of peace. 

After Napoleon's defeat at Waterloo, the Austrians returned. Accounts of what happened next differ: Some say a mob defaced the statue and Austrian soldiers spirited it away. Others say that some sculptors took it for use as a model in their workshop. It eventually disappeared altogether, only to emerge two centuries later in a catalogue of Sotheby's auction house, having been owned by an American and kept in a California garden for most, if not all, of the 20th century.

The trial is being held under Italian law. The Friends of History and Justice, an ad hoc anti-Napoleon committee, say such a setup is fairest to Bonaparte, since his lawyers know the code. Injured parties at sessions in April and May testified, among them a group from Verona, a Venetian mainland town that was sacked in retribution for fighting the French.

Beneath the historical theatrics, the trial illuminates a festering contemporary struggle. The Veneto, the Italian region that includes Venice, is a stronghold of a drive to wrest autonomy from the centralized Italian state. Unified Italy, in the view of some federalists, is an illegitimate child of Napoleon's conquest.

Officials from the Northern League, one of the parties in the ruling right-wing coalition of Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, spoke out against the purchase of the statue. Not long ago, they also criticized a state television dramatization of Napoleon's career. "It celebrates a dictator who destroyed the people of the north," said Umberto Bossi, the Northern League's leader.

"We've had bad government for a long time and it all goes back to Napoleon. Who's to say that, left on its own, Venice would not have developed better than Italy?" said Andrea Bucella, a member of the Friends of History and Justice.

Historian Gian Domenico Romanelli counters that it's silly to cry over a spilt empire. If Napoleon hadn't captured Venice, someone else would have. "Venice fell because it was finished," he said.

The trial is scheduled to wind up in June. Under Italian law, there is no death penalty. The worst the dead Napoleon can expect is a life sentence.
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