
Talleyrand: The Betrayer and Savior of France
When discussing historical figures who have left an indelible mark on the world,
Charles-Maurice Talleyrand cannot be overlooked. Born in 1754 into a noble
French family, Talleyrand would navigate the treacherous waters of political
turmoil, betrayals, and shifting alliances to become one of the most influential
diplomats in European history.

With his charisma, intelligence, and insatiable thirst for power, Talleyrand rose
through the ranks of the French aristocracy during the tumultuous period of the
French Revolution. However, as events unfolded, his true colors as a betrayer
would soon be revealed.

The Rise of Talleyrand

Talleyrand's journey to prominence started at a young age. Gifted with a sharp
intellect, he excelled in his studies and quickly earned a reputation for his
diplomatic skills. At the age of just 25, Talleyrand was appointed as the Bishop of
Autun.
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During the early years of the French Revolution, Talleyrand skillfully navigated the
dangerous waters of political chaos. He aligned himself with those in power and
managed to avoid the guillotine, despite his noble birth. This cunning opportunism
fueled Talleyrand's meteoric rise.

As the revolution progressed, Talleyrand recognized the newly formed French
Republic's need for international support in its fight against European
monarchies. With his diplomatic prowess, he successfully negotiated treaties with
several nations, including an alliance with the United States.

The Betrayer

However, despite his initial allegiance to the revolution, Talleyrand's true nature
as a betrayer would soon surface. Sensing an opportunity to secure his personal
power, he betrayed his revolutionary allies and joined forces with Napoleon
Bonaparte, who was rapidly ascending to become the undisputed ruler of France.

Under Napoleon's regime, Talleyrand's influence continued to grow. He served as
the French Empire's Foreign Minister and was instrumental in negotiating key
peace treaties, including the Treaty of Amiens in 1802, which brought temporary
peace between France and Great Britain.

But Talleyrand's allegiance to Napoleon was not unwavering. As Napoleon's
power began to wane, Talleyrand recognized the need for a new political alliance
to secure his own future. In 1814, he negotiated with the European powers to
dethrone Napoleon and restore the Bourbon monarchy. It was a stunning act of
betrayal that shocked even his closest confidants.
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The Savior

Talleyrand's betrayal of Napoleon did not mark the end of his political career. In
fact, it was during the post-Napoleonic era that Talleyrand's true diplomatic
prowess shone through, earning him the title of France's savior.

As the Vienna Congress convened in 1814, Talleyrand played a pivotal role in
reshaping Europe's political landscape. He skillfully negotiated favorable terms
for France, ensuring its legitimacy as an influential international player despite its
recent turbulent history.

Furthermore, Talleyrand played a significant role in preventing punitive measures
against France by advocating for a more balanced and fair approach. His efforts
resulted in the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy without further destabilizing
the country or sparking resentment from other European powers.

Legacy and Controversy

Talleyrand's complex and contradictory legacy has left historians divided. Some
view him as a shrewd opportunist who constantly switched sides to serve his own
interests. Others see him as a masterful statesman who navigated treacherous
political waters to ensure France's survival during a tumultuous period.

Despite the controversies surrounding his actions, Talleyrand's diplomatic skills
cannot be denied. His negotiations at the Vienna Congress laid the foundation for
a new era of European diplomacy, striving for cooperation and balance among
nations.

Charles-Maurice Talleyrand, the betrayer and savior of France, left an enduring
influence on European politics. His ability to adapt, navigate shifting alliances,
and exploit opportunities for personal gain defined his career. Whether admired or



vilified, there is no denying that Talleyrand's legacy remains a captivating chapter
in France's complex history.
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Born in 1754, Prince Talleyrand was brilliant, witty and always dangerous.

He survived the French Revolution, helped make and break Napoleon, and went
on to re-shape Europe with his subtle diplomacy. In extreme old age, at the end
of a turbulent career, he became an outstanding ambassador in London, the toast
of British society.

This insightful biography does ample justice to Talleyrand’s character and
achievements. Despite his corruption and cynicism, the Prince emerges as one of
that rare breed – an intellectual who was also a world-class statesman.

Praise for Talleyrand...

‘Written with immense scholarship, captivating wit … fluent, intelligent and
engaging’ - Andrew Roberts, Sunday Telegraph
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‘Fluent and lucid, always readable, palpably fair … scrupulously researched’ -
Matthew Parris, The Times

‘Intelligent and well written, sure-footed and balanced’ - Adam Zamoyski, Sunday
Times

Robin Harris was born in Falmouth, Cornwall. He studied at Oxford University,
won the Gibbs Prize, and obtained a DPhil in modern history. In the 1980s he
served in various political and governmental capacities, including as a member of
Margaret Thatcher's Number Ten Policy Unit, and in later years turned to free-
lance journalism and to writing works of history and biography.

Among his books are Valois Guyenne: A Study of Politics, Government and
Society in Late Medieval France (1994), Dubrovnik – A History (2003), The
Conservatives – A History (2011), Not for Turning – The Life of Margaret Thatcher
(2013), Stepinac – His Life and Times (2016). He now lives in Zagreb and is
currently writing a history of modern Croatia.
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