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Spanish Royal Decree of 1817 Pertaining to Spanish Government during the
French Occupation

By Christopher Coffey

After Napoleon’s forces invaded Spain in Early 1808 and kidnapped King Ferdinand 7th
and his Father King Charles 4th, Spain was left without a governing body. Spain was
predominantly occupied. There was no active central government and cities relied on
their local Junta’s. On 25 June 1809, the first centralized Government to arise from the
ashes was the Supreme Junta Central Government, which was ordered by Royal
Decree, 25 September 1808, which also discussed the invasion of Madrid by French
forces. On 29 January 1810, the Supreme Junta Central Government was dissolved
and the Council of Regency was established as per the 24 February 1810 Royal
Decree. The Council of Regency was comprised of predominantly liberal members that
wanted to limit the authority of the King and give power to the people.

In 1810, another body of Government was created, The Cadiz Cortes, which was the
first national assembly of Spain. It had members from every colony and included the
Catholic Church. It was named so because during the French invasion Spain lost many
of its strongholds for the Government and the last stop was Cadiz. There were several
attempts to capture Cadiz, but it never fell. On 19 March 1812, the Cadiz Cortes
created and disseminated one of the most important and controversial pieces in
Spanish history, Spain’s first constitution, dubbed “La Pepa” which severely limited the
King’'s power and greatly increased every Spaniard’s rights.

What they did not foresee was this document would be a major catalyst in the downfall
of the Spanish Empire. When Napoleon forcefully put his brother Joseph on the Spanish
throne it split the empire. Many of the politicians in Madrid and other areas tried to
conform and work with the French rule. There were even coins minted in mainland
Spain during this time that bore Joseph’s bust on the obverse; however, the coins
minted in the colonies bore the bust of King Ferdinand 7th.

At the end of the war Napoleon freed King Ferdinand and before he was allowed to
return to Spain as its King, he was forced by the governing body to agree to uphold the
1812 Constitution in whole. Ferdinand 7th reluctantly agreed and returned to power as
King. In a short time after returning Ferdinand was counseled by many loyal nobles who
also had lost power due to the constitution and was swayed to realize this constitution
had taken away his God given rights and powers.
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On 24 March 1814, King Ferdinand 7th officially abolished the constitution which had a
short life considering much of the two years a large area of Spain was occupied by
French forces and never fully enjoyed its freedoms. King Ferdinand 7th also arrested
and imprisoned or exiled many of the liberal members of the occupation governments
for the harm they did to his monarchy. This was not the end of the liberals as they kept
after a constitution for the rest of King Ferdinand 7th’s reign.

The real problem was the colonies had learned of freedom and self-rule while the King
was disposed. The creation of the constitution caused many revolts and successions to
ensue. Between 1810 and 1820, Spain lost almost all of its colonies to the French
Invasion, mismanagement, and freedom revolts. A period of almost 5 years without a
King crippled Spain’s economy not to mention the damage to mainland Spain by the
war and occupation forces. Spain would never rise again to become a world power.

The Spanish Royal Decree of 1817 (from the Author’s Collection)
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The Spanish Royal Decree of 1817 (from the Author’s Collection)
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A Translation of the Spanish Royal Decree of 1817

To be communicated acting on its own motion

FOURTH SEAL, YEAR ONE
THOUSAND EIGHT-HUNDRED AND
SEVENTEEN

THE KING

The Viceroy, Marquis de la Concordia, who served in Peru,
informed to me through a letter dated on the twenty-second day of
May of the year one-thousand eight-hundred and fifteen the doubt
that emerged on whether the anniversary decreed by the Courts in
remembrance of the first victims of Spanish fidelity, killed in Madrid
on May 2 of the year one-thousand eight—hundred and eight shall
be celebrated, as according to my Royal Decree of May 4 of the year
one-thousand eight—hundred and fourteen it was nulled and
illegitimate the authority with which such Decree was ordered the
said function; whereby, with previous vote on the issue by my Royal
Audience, it resolved to suspend it, pending my Royal Decision. To
solve the said issue, I have considered that through my Royal Order
dated on the eighteenth day of April of the year one-thousand eight-
hundred and fifteen I ordered, among other issues, that the said day,
the second day of the Month of May the Court shall dress in
mourning attire, to express the sorrow for the death of so many
illustrious victims sacrificed in this heroic town for the purest loyalty
and pure love to my Royal Person and my Royal Family; and that
in all churches I order to be celebrated with appropriate solemnity
an Office and Mass for the repose of their souls. And having seen
this in my Council of the Indies, as it has been exposed by my
Prosecutor and having I been consulted about it on the third day of

June of this year, I have come to the decision of abolishing and
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annuiling the decree of the Courts of the second day of May of the
year where I Prescribed the terms in which the referred anniversary
was to be celebrated, and at the same time, I have decided that in all
of the Cathedral Churches of both Americas, its adjacent islands and
the Philippines, hereinafter in the same day there shall be celebrated
similar reiigious function that the one ordered for Madrid.
Consequentiy [ order to my Viceroys and Governors, Vice-Patrons,
and I plea and request to the Very Reverend Archbishops and
Reverend Bishops of those my domains, to fulfill and implement
and to make others fulfill and Implement the said Real
Determination: since it is my will. Dated at the Palace on the ninth

day of October of the year one-thousand and seventeen.

1, the King

By order of the King, our Lord
Esteban Varea

(Secretary)

So in all the Cathedral Churches of my Realms of the Indies and
Philippine Islands a Ceremony and Mass is celebrated for the eternal
response of the illustrious victims who died due to their fidelity, and were
sacrificed in Madrid on the second day of May of the year one thousand
eight-hundred and eight.

Placed on the Napoleon Series: April 2017
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