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Charles V and the Holy Roman Empire

Carl Ludwig Friedrich Becker (1869)

Charles V in the House of Anton Fugger (1535)

T he Holy Roman Empire was a 
loose complex of kingdoms and 
states in Western and Central 

Europe. It lasted from the coronation of 
the Frankish King Charlemagne by Pope 
Leo III in the year 800 to the forced  
abdication of its last emperor Francis II in 
1806, being replaced by the Confederation 
of the Rhine created by Napoleon. The 
Empire consisted of the Kingdoms of 
Germany, Italy, Burgundy (Eastern part 
of France) and Bohemia (Western part 

of the Czech Republic). In its heyday, it 
included, at various times, Switzerland, 
Austria and the Low Countries (Benelux). 
Charles V also inherited from his mother 
(Joanna the Mad) Castile, Aragon and the 
newly discovered lands in the Americas. 

Although Charles was the Emperor, 
he had little power to levy direct taxation 
on his subjects, who were controlled by 
local kings and lords. He had to pay for his 
Court and many wars, and was in a state 
of perpetual bankruptcy. He often had 

to borrow money from rich German and 
Italian merchants. In this picture, Charles, 
seated in the middle, was the guest at 
the house of his debtor, Anton Fugger. 
To please the Emperor, the financier was 
seen burning a pile of debt papers in the 
fireplace to relieve Charles of his debt.

Charles suffered from severe gout, 
so wherever he went, he would rest his 
foot on a stool to soothe his pain.


