ABDICATION OF CHARLES V
Charles V (1500–1558), King of Castile and Aragon (1516–1556) and Holy Roman Emperor (1530–1556)
Brussels, 25 October 1555

Although Philibert1 has fully explained to you, my friends, the causes which have determined me to surrender
these states and leave them to my son Don Felipe, in order that he may possess and rule them, yet I wish to say
certain things with my own mouth. You will remember that upon 5 February of this year there had elapsed forty
years since my grandfather, the Emperor Maximilian, in the same place and at the same hour declared my
majority at the age of fifteen, withdrew me from the guardianship under which I had remained up to that time,
and made me master of myself. The following year, which was my sixteenth, King Ferdinand died, my mother’s
father and my grandfather, in the kingdom over which I then commenced to reign, because my beloved mother,
who has but lately died, was left, after the death of my father, with dis-ordered judgment and never sufficiently
recovered her health to become mistress of herself.
At that time I went to Spain, by way of the sea. Soon came the death of my grandfather Maximilian, in my
nineteenth year, and, although I was still young, they conferred upon me in his stead the imperial dignity. I had
no inordinate ambition to rule a multitude of kingdoms, but merely sought to secure the welfare of Germany, to
provide for the defense of Flanders, to consecrate my forces to the safety of Christianity against the Turk and to
labor for the extension of the Christian religion. But although such zeal was mine, I was unable to show so much
of it as I might have wished, on account of the troubles raised by the heresies of Luther and the other innovators
of Germany, and on account of serious war into which the hostility and envy of neighboring princes had driven
me, and from which I have safely emerged, thanks to the favor of God.
This is the fourth time that I go to Spain, there to bury myself. I wish to say to you that nothing I have ever
experienced has given me so much pain or rested so heavily upon my soul as that which I experience in parting
from you today without leaving behind me that peace and quiet which I so much desired. My sister Mary, who
in my absence has governed you so wisely and defended you so well, has explained to you, in the last assembly,
the reasons for my determination. I am no longer able to attend to my affairs without great bodily fatigue and
consequent detriment to the affairs of the state. The cares which so great a responsibility involves, the extreme
dejection it causes, my health already ruined—all these leave me no longer the strength sufficient for governing
the states which God has confided to me. The little strength that remains to me is rapidly disappearing. So I
should long ago have put down the burden, if my son’s immaturity and my mother’s incapacity had not forced
both my spirit and my body to sustain its weight until this hour.
The last time that I went to Germany I had determined to do what you see me do today, but I could not bring
myself to do it when I saw the wretched condition of the Christian state, a prey to such a multitude of
disturbances, of innovations, of singular opinions as to faith, of worse than civil wars, and fallen finally into so
many lamentable disorders. I was turned from my purpose because my ills were not yet so great, and I hoped to
make an end of all these things and restore the peace. In order that I might not be wanting in my duty I risked
my strength, my goods, my repose and my life for the safety of Christianity and the defense of my subjects. From
this struggle I emerged with a portion of the things I desired. But the King of France and certain Germans, failing
to preserve the peace and amity they had sworn, marched against me and were upon the point of seizing my
person. The King of France took the city of Metz, and I, in the dead of winter, exposed to intense cold, in the
midst of snow and blood, advanced with a powerful army raised at my own expense to re-take the city and restore
the Empire. The Germans saw that I had not yet laid aside the imperial crown and had no disposition to allow its
majesty to be diminished.

1

Emmanuel Philibert, Duke of Savoy (1528–1580), Governor of the Netherlands (1555–1559)

I have carried out what God has permitted, since the outcome of our efforts depends upon the will of God. We
human beings act according to our powers, our strength, our spirit, and God awards the victory and permits
defeat. I have ever done as I was able, and God has aided me. I return to him boundless thanks for having succored
me in my greatest trials and in all my dangers.
Today I feel so exhausted that I should not be of any aid to you, as you see yourselves. In my present state of
dejection and weakness, I should have to render a great and serious account to God and man if I did not lay aside
authority, as I have resolved to do, since my son, King Felipe, is of an age sufficiently advanced to be able to
govern you, and he will be, I hope, a good prince to all my beloved subjects.
I am determined then to retire to Spain, to yield to my son Felipe the possession of all my states, and to my
brother, the King of the Romans, the Empire. I particularly commend to you my son, and I ask of you in
remembrance of me that you extend to him the love which you have always borne towards me; moreover I ask
you to preserve among yourselves the same affection and harmony. Be obedient towards justice, zealous in the
observance of the laws, preserve respect for all that merits it, and do not refuse to grant to authority the support
of which it stands in need.
Above all, beware of infection from the sects of neighboring lands. Extirpate at once the germs, if they appear in
your midst, for fear lest they may spread abroad and utterly overthrow your state, and lest you may fall into the
direst calamities. As to the manner in which I have governed you I confess that I have been more than once
deceived, led astray by the inexperience of youth, by the hasty conclusions of young manhood, or by some other
fault of human weakness. Nevertheless I make bold to assert, that never of my knowledge or by my will has
wrong or violence been done to any of my subjects. If then any can complain of having suffered such, I aver that
it is unknown to me and against my will; I declare before all the world that I regret it from the bottom of my
heart, and I beseech all present, and those who are not here as well, to wish me well and to pardon me.
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