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Introduction

As the heir to the Spanish Empire of his father Charles V, the perceived champion of the Catholic faith in the Mediterranean, Philip II came into this world with some rather big shoes to fill. Eventually, Philip would prove himself in his own right even though he turned out to be a much different ruler than his father. He won a life or death struggle against a resurgent Ottoman Empire, he consolidated Spanish dominion in the Americas, and he brought Portugal under his direct control. He also used a ruthless Spanish Inquisition in order to keep his subjects in line with his own version of the Catholic faith.

By many of his immediate contemporaries and subsequent historians, Philip II was condemned as an overzealous Catholic who exacted needless persecution of those who dared to differ from his beliefs. To others who lived under his reign, the strong hand of Philip II was the only thing that kept the ship of Spanish civilization steady in exceedingly turbulent waters.

Even now, the legacy of this powerful ruler is being sorted out. As such, some are beginning to change their long hardened views of the monarch, and new aspects of his dynamic and complicated life are starting to come forth. Read for yourself the life, the legacy, and the unbridled achievement of this colossal potentate—King Philip II of Spain.


Chapter One

Early Life

“God make a good Christian out of you!”

—Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, upon seeing his son for the first time

Philip was born in the Castilian city of Valladolid on May 21, 1527, at the famed Palacio de Pimentel. Here he spent the first phase of his life surrounded by the court of Castile. His father was the powerful Holy Roman emperor and king of Spain, Charles V. Due to the many political conflicts that Charles V’s dominions were embroiled in at the time, he would essentially be an absentee father, leaving Philip in the care of his mother Isabella of Portugal (who also happened to be Charles V’s first cousin) and his tutors.

Philip learned most of his fundamental education from a certain Juan Martínez Siliceo, who was employed as his private instructor in 1534. Siliceo was a priestly scholar who had graduated from the finest institutions of his day. Charles V would leave his son to his caretakers once again in the spring of 1535 when developments abroad demanded his attention. During this time, Siliceo is recorded as having remarked that Philip indicated a propensity for being a quick learner and that he “has made a lot of progress in reading and learning prayers in Latin and Spanish.”

Sadly, tragedy would strike young Philip at the age of 12 when his mother Isabella passed away in 1539 due to complications from a miscarriage. Philip at this point had already been made quite independent by his father, having been given his own living quarters and his own servants, but the loss of his mother—the only real source of familial stability in his young life—must have been devastating all the same.

It seems that after the passing of his mother, Philip buried himself in his studies and all the conventions that were deemed necessary for his grooming as a future potentate. For the most part, he seemed to be an ideal student whose attention to detail was valued by his instructors. In 1540, his old tutor, Juan Martínez Siliceo, declared, “Though hunting is at present what he is most inclined to, he doesn’t neglect his studies a bit. And we have to be grateful that at this age of fourteen when the weakness of the flesh begins to assert itself, God has given the prince such a passion for hunting that he spends most of his time in this and in his studies.”

Soon enough, however, the fiery passions of this young prince would indeed come to the forefront.


Chapter Two

The Death of His Wife

“I saw her without her being able to see me.”

—Philip II of Spain

In the spring of 1543, Charles V returned from yet another of his long forays abroad and set about making Philip regent of Spain—a role which would effectively make 16-year-old Philip the ruler of Spain in his father’s stead. Just before he left his son in his new role, Charles V handed off two special missives or written letters of instruction to his son and his advisors.

The first of these letters was some parting advice that Charles gave his son about how he should conduct himself in public. The two main themes of this advice were to “keep God always in mind” as well as “accept good advice at all times.” He also warned his son to “never allow heresies to enter your realms.” Beyond these main themes, Charles also gave his son the rather banal advice that he should not consider it “childish to study” and that he should “know a bit of French.”

Along with his personal conduct, Charles also had advice regarding the woman Philip was scheduled to marry. Since late 1542, Philip had been engaged to marry a 16-year-old Portuguese princess by the name of Maria, who was also his first cousin. When it came to how his son should conduct himself with his wife-to-be, Charles V did not leave any of the details to chance. He rather bluntly instructed his son to practice moderation with his new wife, informing him that too much sex could be downright harmful. Charles V opined, “Because besides being harmful both to bodily growth and strength, often it impairs the capacity to have children and can kill.” It was for this reason that Charles V beseeched his son not to spend too much of his energy on his wife and to “keep away from her as much as possible.” Even more bluntly, he instructed his son that during his private moments with his spouse, he should “let it be briefly.”

It remains unclear whether the young Philip took any of this advice to heart. Despite what his father may have suggested, in the days after November 12, 1543, when Philip and Princess Maria were wed, the new royal couple were inseparable. It is said that the pair did indeed begin spending time apart, however, after Philip came down with an acute case of scabies. It remains unclear if he caught scabies from Maria or not, but he was so affected by the outbreak that he slept in a separate room away from his wife for several weeks. Nevertheless, shortly thereafter, court physicians confirmed his spouse to be pregnant.

Maria would give birth to this new heir to the throne on July 8, 1545. The child was named Carlos, and all of Spain seemed to be ecstatic at the prospect of this new royal’s arrival. Sadly, just a few days later, this triumph would turn to tragedy when the child’s 17-year-old mother Maria unexpectedly died of postpartum complications. While the details of what led up to the exact condition are not entirely clear, it seems that while giving birth, Maria sustained an injury that led to severe bleeding. It must have pained Philip terribly to know that while he was celebrating his newborn son, his wife was quietly bleeding to death.


Chapter Three

Groomed for the Throne

“Till now your company has been that of children . . . From now on, you must not associate with them.”

—Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, to his son

After the death of his wife, Philip, still in his late teens, began to solidify the cold, stoic character that would be his trademark for the rest of his life. The situation that he was thrust into at a young age—that of being the acting authority of Spain as well as a widower and single father—was a make or break moment for both him and the nation.

A few years later, in 1547, the scope of Philip’s responsibilities became even more pronounced as one of his most trusted aides, Francisco de los Cobos, passed away while another advisor, Fernando Álvarez de Toledo, or as he was better known, the duke of Alba, was away on official and time-consuming business in the German states. Even though his father Charles V was still alive, the perpetual political intrigue that kept him abroad was not about to cease.

In fact, in 1546, Protestant reformer Martin Luther had passed away, and Charles V was now leading a successful campaign against the Protestants of Luther’s German homeland. Once the German lands were in his complete dominion, Charles famously uttered a modified version of the old Julius Caesar quote, stating, “I came, I saw, and God conquered.”

Charles was certainly zealous about what he perceived to be a divine hand at work. Even so, he was always careful not to overplay the hand he had been given. In the midst of his triumph, when it was suggested to him to dig up and cast




Conclusion

In his last days, although he was in great pain, it is said that Philip II displayed an incredible amount of grace. Considering the horrible ailments that he was suffering from, much grace would be needed. It is said that by 1597, his gout was so bad that he had several painful eruptions on his fingers and hands, as well as open sores on the big toe of his right foot. He also suffered from severe swelling of the neck that affected his ability to eat.

Philip’s waking life had been racked with pain for several years now, and now, he was suffering from even more painful abscesses on his right thigh and knee that made even sleeping in his bed a painful prospect. By the time of his last few weeks on Earth, he was basically paralyzed in bed and no longer able to even get up to use the bathroom. Nevertheless, Philip tried to be as brave and stoic as he could, requesting prayer and holy water to be sprinkled over his tortured body. He also engaged in communion up until September 8, 1598, when his doctors began to advise against it due to the choking hazard that it presented.

As he continued to deteriorate, the dying king had two sealed packets handed over to his son and successor Philip III, telling him to open them after his death. The king passed away shortly thereafter, breathing his last on September 13, 1598. It was just before the dawn of this Sunday morning that this great king finally gave up. Despite his shortcomings, upon the announcement of the king’s passing, his loss was palpable throughout the realm, and all who heard it could not help but be affected. The next day, the king was given a state funeral with full honor before being interred in Spain’s Pantheon of the Kings, where he still rests to this very day.

King Philip II was a tremendous leader during his time, and he had his strengths as well as his weaknesses. One thing is for certain: with all the powerful moments of history that hung over his dynamic shoulders—from the Battle of Lepanto to the building of an empire in the Americas—hardly anyone had so much on their plate in such a short period of time as did Philip II of Spain.

