Projection: a theory on the French activities on the 15th and 16th of June.
Historiography of the campaign regarding the 16th of June, particularly from the French side, is
often dominated by the projection of ideas and events which were to take place into those which
actually preceded them.
The trend for this theory is set right away by Gourgaud in 1818. He not only projects all the
ideas and events which were yet to come in the course of the afternoon of the 16th of June in
those of the morning of that day, he also pushes the orders for Ney which were given then that
day into the 15th of June. At the same time, while the situation on the right wing remains
underexposed, he accentuates the orders for Ney to take Quatre Bras, thereby clearly marking
Ney as a scapegoat for the lack of success on the 16th by making the right wing dependent on
the succes on the left wing. 1
Two years later, in 1820, the same line of ideas is given by Napoleon himself in his version of
the events. In this version however, Napoleon even takes it further, not only by making his
plans much larger as they really were, but also by basing his so-called ideas during the
campaign upon things he then could have no knowledge of at all. He claims for instance that
he intended to attack Blücher before Bülow and Wellington could have joined in as to fight a
common battle on the 17th of June. This is all based upon the later events, as also his theory as
if Blücher would have done better to concentrate his whole army at Wavre and Wellington at
Waterloo. 2 This general version claims as if Napoleon would have recognized the danger
from both sides all day , and that is just in reality what he didn’t.
Yet, it seems as if Napoleon saw later the crucial point when he would have said on the 8th of
May 1816: “J’aurais dû coucher le 16 [sic =15] à Fleurus, battre les Prussiens ce jour-là, 16, et
les Anglais le 17.” 3
One week after the campaign, Ney saw it just the other way around, which is another signal
that he had fully disregarded the real strategical situation, while putting his own sector in the
very centre of the events. On the other hand, he didn’t seem to understand that Napoleon did
not plan two actions, but that they arose because of wrong presumptions about the enemy.
Ney writes: “Par quelle fatalité, par exemple, l’empereur, au lieu de porter toutes ses forces
contre lord Wellington qui aurait été attaqué à l’improviste, et ne se trouvait point en mesure,
a-t-il regardé cette attaque comme secondaire ? Comment l’empereur après le passage de la
Sambre, a-t-il pu concevoir la possibilité de donner deux batailles le même jour ? C’est
cependant ce qui vient de se passer, et c’est ce que les militaires qui l’ont vu, ont encore peine
à comprendre.” 4
Of two important historians who adhere to this theory, Jomini and Charras, it is Charras
(1857) whose basic reasoning in this simply doesn’t fit. On the one hand he states that it was
Napoleon’s intention to reach Quatre Bras and Sombreffe at the same time, but on the other in
seeing that Napoleon didn’t reach as far as Sombreffe on the 15th of June, he uses this as a
reason that Ney wasn’t ordered on the 15th of June to occupy Quatre Bras.
But how is this possible as this occurred after Napoleon had met Ney near Charleroi ? Charras
criticizes Napoleon for not reaching Sombreffe, but doesn’t do so for Ney. He also gives the
impression as if each wing exactly knew where the other was, thereby influencing their
activities; an absurd statement. Even though he methodically disputes a huge number of issues
of Thiers, Charras also takes the later events too much as a basis for his theory and
insufficiently sees the strong priority of the need of a maximal concentration of Napoleon
against the Prussians. 5
Jomini’s account (1841) is mere theory within a theory: he doesn’t give any real proof
whatsoever for his assertions. Having read the “Documents inédits”, in which Soult states that
the actual order to occupy Quatre Bras was given on the morning of the 16th , Jomini
recognizes his trouble reconciling these versions, but explains it by making the outright
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absurd statement that Soult didn’t know about the order actually having been given on the 15th
of June. 6
Grouard (1907) also has the simultaneous occupation of Quatre Bras and Sombreffe as a
starting point, but at the same time gives this theory a strange twist by stating that by doing
so, Napoleon would give away his best chances of success. By doing so he could trigger them
to concentrate further to their rear and eventually to unite in front of Brussels. It is for this
reason that Grouard claims that Napoleon intentiously didn’t occupy these points so as not to
lose his best chances and therefore didn’t order Ney and Grouchy to take them. He claims as
if Napoleon knew about the enemies situation and that he used their fault to concentrate in his
front for his own advantage, specially to provoke a battle with Blücher and to defeat him. 7 At
the same time, Ney is slaughtered as being too slow on the 15th and early morning of the 16th
of June. 8 It is assigning Napoleon intentions and divine knowledge he never had and never
could have had.
Camon (1907) is another, yet far more extreme historian in this theory, thereby blaming all
lack of success to Ney and Grouchy as if they would not have been able to seize the Namurroad as Napoleon would have wanted it. 9
It is Ropes (1916) who follows Grouard in this idea of Napoleon. In this, he uses Napoleon as
a main source not realizing that this source, in its turn, is not a solid one at all. Further, in not
having properly read and thereby disregarding the content of the official documents of the 16th
of June in particular, Ropes runs into serious trouble explaining their content, as they do not
fit into his idea and situation he believes Napoleon was in.
And this was, according to Ropes, the fact that Napoleon didn’t want to seize Brussels but
that he wanted and expected to start the campaign from the very first moment with a decisive
battle with Blücher’s army, thereby suggesting as if Napoleon had planned the battle of Ligny
right from the start. 10
About the important letters of Napoleon to Grouchy and Ney of the morning of the 16 th of
June in which he explains his ideas and expectations for that day, Ropes writes: “It is quite
true […] as several writers have pointed out, that the emperor was to a considerable extent
mistaken on this morning of the 16th in his apprehension of the situation. But it is an error to
take these letters as if they were written for the purpose of giving Napoleon’s estimates of the
probabilities; they are rather instructions in the event of the occurrence of not possible
contingencies.” 11 A most strange way of writing letters: taking “not possible contingencies”
as a starting point for what to do and thereby making things even more complicated as they
already were.
Ropes belongs to a group of historians who claim that Napoleon was arranging his affairs in such
a way, that the Prussians were allowed to concentrate their army in the position of Ligny giving
him the opportunity to destroy it. 12 This, however, is turning things completely upside down, as
if Napoleon was deliberately aiming for a major battle with the Prussians on the 16th of June: all
official documents, however, clearly show that he didn’t, but that he developed his plans for such
a battle as the Prussians concentrated in front of him.
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