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CHAPTER I 

PROCEDURE AND COMPOSITION OF THE STAR CHAMBER 

The English Court of Star Chamber was abolished 

by the Long Parliament in 1641. Although it had existed 

for more than a century and a half, its reputation had 

declined to such a degree since the turn of the seven

teenth century that Parliament, once it had the opportu

nity, was quick to pass legislation against it. The pur

pose of this study is to examine the Court in some detail 

during the reigns of the last three sovereigns under which 

it existed and to determine why the Court's reputation 

declined so much that it eventually seemed necessary to 

rid the nation of it. 

At the present time any mention of the Court of 

Star Chamber often conjures up an image of a sort of Eng

lish Inquisition complete with rack and thumbscrews. Many 

books mention the Star Chamber in less than glowing terms. 

For example, William L. Prosser, author of the leading 

text on the law of torts, speaks of the Star Chamber as 

that court "of infamous memory." Black's Law Dictionary 

states that "in the reign of Henry VIII and his successors. 

William L. Prosser, The Law of Torts (St. Paul, 
Minn., 1964), p. 755. 



the jurisdiction of the court was illegally expanded to 

such a degree (especially in punishing disobedience to the 

king's arbitrary proclamations) that it became odious to 

2 
the nation and was abolished." These two illustrations 

from respected sources are representative of the descrip

tions of Star Chamber that the average reader normally 

comes across in his reading. These examples stem from the 

sorry picture of the Star Chamber painted by the writers 

at the time of the abolition of that court and in the 

years following. 

There are indications, however, that the standard 

picture of the Star Chamber is undergoing change. As long 

ago as the late nineteenth century, the constitutional 

authority, F. W. Maitland, observed that historians had 

not yet made a complete investigation of the Star Chamber's 

3 
development. Recent scholarship has begun to revise the 

disdainful image of the Star Chamber. Two modern revision

ists are G. R. Elton in works such as The Tudor Constitu

tion and England under the Tudors and Thomas G. Barnes in 

several scholarly articles in The American Journal of 

4 
Legal History. If the trend continues, future generations 

2 
Henry C. Black, Black's Law Dictionary (St. Paul, 

Minn., 1951), p. 1577. 
3 
C. H. S. Fifoot (ed.), The Letters of Frederic 

William Maitland (Cambridge, Mass., 1965), p. 59. 
4 
G. R. Elton is a leading writer on Tudor England, 

and professor of history at Cambridge University. Thomas G. 



will perhaps learn of the Star Chamber as simply an old, 

obsolete English court. 

Although this study is primarily concerned with 

the events of the Star Chamber during the reigns of 

Elizabeth, James I, and Charles I (1558-1641), mention 

should be made of the Star Chamber as it existed before 

these three reigns. Much of what is known about the Star 

Chamber, except for its last years, is found in a treatise 

by William Hudson, a Star Chamber attorney, who wrote the 

treatise during the last years of the reign of James I. 

Hudson's treatise has since become a standard starting 

point for researchers of the Court of Star Chamber. Hudson 

assumed the task of writing such a work v/hen he discovered 

that there was "little mention made either in the reports 

or treatises of the law concerning the great and high Court 

of Star Chamber." 

Hudson's basic assumption was that the king was 

the "supreme judge of all, and sitting in his throne of 

majesty with his wise men and sages, distributing justice 

Barnes is professor of history at Stanford University; his 
articles include: "Star Chamber Mythology," and "Due 
Process and Slow Process in Late Elizabethan—Early Stuart 
Star Chamber." 

5 
The complete title of Hudson's work is "A Treatise 

of the Court of Star Chamber," found in F, Hargrave (ed.). 
Collectanea Juridica Vol. II (London, 1792), pp. 1-239. 

Ibid., p. 2. 
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in his royal person, or by his council." The important 

idea was that the king distributed justice by his council, 

Hudson pointed to a law made long before the Norman Con

quest that indicated that "no man should seek to the king 
o 

unless he could not find right at home." This law was 

later confirmed by King Canute (1017-10 35) . To Hudson 

this proved that seeking the king for legal redress did 

exist before the Norman Conquest. His researches more 

clearly indicated a royal court by the time of Henry II. 

"And of what court can this be intended, other than of 

this great court, [the Star Chamber] I cannot imagine; it 

being his royal seat of justice appropriate to his per-
9 

son." In Hudson's mind, the fact that there was such a 

thing as a royal court in the days of Henry II, and ear

lier, indicated that the Star Chamber (which v/as one and 

the same as the royal court) existed from those early 

days also. 

Hudson's view is corroborated by G. R. Elton who 

has written that the "Star Chamber was simply the king's 

Council sitting as a court and inheriting in this fashion 

^Ibid., p. 10. 
o 

Ibid., p. 11. 

^Ibid. 



the old jurisdictional authority which the Council exer

cised on the king's behalf." Elton admits that histo

rians have sometimes been "bedevilled" by some aspects of 

the Court, but that there are sufficient records availa

ble to construct a fair picture of the origins and early 

history of the Court. 

As to the early history of the Star Chamber, Hudson 

did not distinguish between the Council serving in a ju

dicial capacity and the Court of Star Chamber proper. Ev

idently he assumed that in the Court's early years (before 

12 1485) they were one and the same. He cited numerous 

examples of cases heard in the Star Chamber through the 

various reigns until the time of Henry VII. Pertaining 

to the Star Chamber during the reign of Henry VII, Hudson 

said that "the English Solomon, H.7. . . .kept it as an 

established court of settled justice, and there in person 

himself deliberated of great matters; as of the inter

course of Burgundy, the marriage of prince Arthur, and 

the like."^^ 

Hudson and Elton both discount the long-held tra

dition that the Star Chamber either originated or was 

G. R. Elton, The Tudor Constitution: Documents 
and Commentary (Cambridge, 1965), p. 159. 

•''•'• Ibid. , p. 158. 

12 
Hudson, "Treatise of the Court of Star Chamber," 

pp. 12-16. 
13 

Ibid., p. 16. 



given legal sanction by an act passed in the third year 

of the reign of Henry VII, an act by custom called the 

Pro Camera Stellata act of 1487. Elton explains that the 

title which connects the act to the Court of Star Chamber 

was a later addition and that a reference to the Star 

Chamber nowhere appears within the act. Hudson mentioned 

the statute only as "3.H.7.," but strongly rejected the 

possibility that it gave authority to the Star Chamber 

when he said: "it is most manifest, by the subsequent as 

by the precedent practice, that the court then sat not by 

virtue of that statute, the president of that council not 

being mentioned therein, but sat as they antiently had 

done, and by as antient, if not more antient, authority 

15 than any court in Westmmster-hall. " The Pro Camera 

Stellata act is further discounted by the historian C. H. 

Williams who said that "in the text of the so-called star 

chamber act the star chamber is not mentioned, and there 

seems to be no contemporary indication that men directly 

16 
connected the court of star chamtjr with it." 

Elton relates that much of the formal development 

of the Star Chamber followed the reign of Henry VII, 

14 
Elton, Tudor Constitution, p. 159. 

15 
Hudson, "Treatise of the Court of Star Chamber," 

p. 16. 
16 
C. H. Williams, "The So-Called Star Chamber Act," 

History XV (1930), p. 130. 
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although "at his death it virtually lapsed for a while." 

Henry VIII's great chancellor. Cardinal Wolsey, often re

ceives credit for reviving the court. Sir Thomas Smith, 

writing in 1565, explained Wolsey's role when he said that 

this "court began long before, but took great augmentation 

and authority at that time that Cardinal Wolsey, archbishop 

of York, was Chancellor of England, who of some was thought 

to have first devised the court because that he, after 

some intermission by negligence of time, augmented the 

authority of it, which was at that time marvellous neces-

18 sary to do." Elton relates that Wolsey used the Court 

for his own personal uses and that "it was probably when 

the cardinal's hand was removed that the councillors in 

Star Chamber became a visible, undoubted court distinct 

19 from their meetings on matters political." 

When the Privy Council came to be created in the 

1530's the membership of the Court of Star Chamber de

creased. Before the king's council developed the abbre

viated form of the Privy Council, any king's councillor 

might serve as judge in the Star Chamber, but afterwards, 

normally only Privy Councillors served in the Star 

17 
Elton, Tudor Constitution, p. 161. 

18 
Elton, Tudor Constitution, p. 165, cites Sir 

Thomas Smith, D^ Republica Anglorium, ed. L. Alston, 
Cambridge, 1906, pp. 115-18. 

19 
Ibid., p. 161. 
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20 

Chamber. Hudson confirmed this by saying that the "num

ber in the reigns of H.7. and H.8. have been well near to 

forty; at some one time thirty; in the reign of queen 

Elizabeth oftentimes, but now [in the reign of James] much 

lessened since the barons and earls, not being privy coun-

21 cillors, have foreborne their attendance." Elton, too, 

says "the Privy Council alone sat as the Court of Star 

22 

Chamber." In addition to the Privy Council sitting in 

the Star Chamber, the chief justices of the common law 

courts sat on the Court as legal experts. Sir Edward 

Coke, the early seventeenth century jurist indicated this 

to be true when he said that "it is clear that the two 

justices in the Star Chamber are judges and have voices, 

as it hath been often resolved and daily experience 
23 

teacheth." 

In addition to the judges who sat in the Star 

Chamber, there were a group of officials and officers who 

were assigned to that court. Hudson indicated that with 

the passing of time the number of these officials in-
24 creased. The principal officer attending the Court was 

p. 36. 

^^Ibid., p. 159. 

21 
Hudson, "Treatise of the Court of Star Chamber," 

22 
Elton, Tudor Constitution, p. 162. 

23 
Ibid., p. 166, cites Sir Edward Coke, The Fourth 

Part of the Laws of England (London, 1644) . 
24 
Hudson, "Treatise of the Court of Star 



the clerk, who was also the first clerk of the council. 

Hudson suggested that it was the function of the clerk "to 

make true entry of the rules, orders, and decrees of the 

court, and to keep the same orderly, as also all other 

records of the court; and to certify the copies to be true 

under his hand, and to make entry upon all appearances 

25 upon processes or recognizances." As the job of clerk 

became more demanding, the Star Chamber clerks often en

gaged assistants to help them with the paper-work. 

Another group of Star Chamber functionaries were 

the attorneys. Hudson indicated that the duty of the 

attorney was "to look that the cause be duly prosecuted to 

the hearing without advantage; and if he be pressed by any 

rule or order that may prejudice him in his cause, to in

form counsel to move the court. He is also to write all 

the bills, answers, and pleadings, and examinations taken 

in the country by commission for his client. He is also 

to prefer the client's cause to hearing, and at the hearing 

to read all the acts, evidences, ind depositions in court 

before the lords, which are urged by counsel for his 

2 fi 

clients." Originally there were two Star Chamber attor

neys, but by the time Hudson was writing, the number had 

grown to four. 

Chamber, " p. 37. 

25 Ibid., p. 37. 

Ibid., p. 44. 
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Among the lesser officers of the Court was the 

Serjeant, whose duty it was to be in attendance to the 

lord chancellor. It was his job to carry the great mace 

before the lord chancellor when he entered the Star Cham

ber. Also, at the command of the chancellor, the Serjeant 

would give suminons for appearance in Star Chamber, par

ticularly when the party in question could not be produced 

27 through an ordinary process. The other lesser officer 

of the Court was the usher, whose duty was to keep the 

courtroom in order. The usher also prevented records from 

being mislaid and produced records for the Court when they 

27a 

were necessary. All of these mentioned officers re

ceived compensation for their services varying in amount 

from the clerk to the usher. 

Before proceeding to a discussion of the procedure 

of the Court, it is of some interest to mention some dif

ferent versions for the origin of the name of the Court. 

Sir Thomas Smith said that the Court was called Star Cham

ber "either because it is full of windows or because at 

the first all the roof thereof was decked with images of 

28 
stars gilded." William Lambarde, an Elizabethan writing 

about 1591, said that concerning the origin of the name 

^^Ibid., p. 48. 

27a.ri. • J Ibid. 

28 
Elton, Tudor Constitution, p. 164, cites Smith, 

De Republica Anglorium, p. 115-18. 
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S^ar Chamber, "there may be divers conjectures; one, by 

derivation from the old English word Steoran, which sig-

nifieth to steare, or rule, as doth the Pilot in a ship; 

because the King and Councell doe sit here, as it were at 

the Sterne, and doe governe the Shippe of the Common-

_.;Trth: Then, of the Latine word Stellio, which betoken-

•: th that starry and subtile Beast. "^^ Lambarde did, hov7-

ever, give cognizance to the starry-roof theory mentioned 

by Smith. Lambarde said that "the Roofe thereof was at 

the first garnished with gilded Stars, as the Roome it 

30 selfe is starry, or full of Windows and Light." 

William Hudson was somewhat more inventive and 

-J ̂ aginative in his description of the origin of the Court's 

name when he gave the following explanation: "And so I 

doubt not but Camera Stellata (for so I find it called in 

our antient Year-books) is most aptly named; not because 

the Star Chamber, where the court is kept, is so adorned 

with stars gilded. . .[but] because the stars have no 

light but what is cast upon them from the sun by reflec-

•-'on. . . . So in the presence of his great majesty, the 

which is the sun of honour and glory, the shining of those 

stars is put out, they not having any power to pronounce 

29 
. : William Lambarde, Archeion or, a_ Discourse upon 
tJ2. High Courts of Justice in England, eds. Charles H. 
Mcllwain and Paul L. Ward (Cambridge, Mass., 1957), pp.83-4. 

y • ^^Ibid., p. 84. 
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in this court, for the judgment is the king's only."'̂ ''' 

Originally the procedure of the Court of Star 

Chamber was similar to that of the king's council, which 

is not surprising, for at one time they were practically 

identical. But throughout the sixteenth century, as the 

Court began to assume an individual identity, its proce

dure tended to become more formal and stylized. A Star 

Chamber case typically followed this procedure: A suit 

might be begun by either one of the king's attorneys or 

a private party, who would issue either a bill or an "in-

32 formation" claiming a cause of action. At this time 

the party named as defendant would be served with a proc

ess requiring him to make an appearance at the Court. At 

that appearance the defendant or his representative would 

be required to make an answer. The defendant might either 

acknowledge the original bill, whereby the proceedings 

would continue, or make a demurrer which denied the Star 

Chamber's right to adjudicate what should be a matter for 

the common law courts. Elton indicates that by the latter 

part of the sixteenth century demurrers became so frequent 

that the Court often "overrode these evasions, compelled 

an answer (which, unlike the bill, was made on oath), and 

31 
Hudson, "Treatise of the Court of Star Chamber," 

p. 8. 
32 
The following discussion adheres generally to a 

lengthy passage found in Hudson, pp. 125-238. 
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the business continued through written pleadings, the ex

amination of witnesses named by the parties, and the pub

lic hearing of a case already investigated to the judgment 
33 and sentence." 

After the defendant had made his answer, and the 

case was fully established, the examinations began. The 

examinations were normally not conducted at the Star Cham

ber. Commissions were appointed by the Court to examine 

the witnesses and parties involved at various places 

around the countryside. Examinations were usually con

ducted by means of interrogatories, which were sets of 

questions drawn up by each party, to be answered by the 

other party or the witnesses. There was a danger inherent 

in this method of examination. Hudson indicated that this 

danger manifested itself during the latter part of the 

reign of Henry VIII, when "this advantage of examination 

was used like a Spanish Inquisition, to rack men's con

sciences, nay to perplex them by intricate questions, 

thereby to make contrarieties, which may easily happen to 

simple men; and men were examined upon one hundred inter

rogatories, nay, and examined of the whole course of their 
O A 

lives." Fortunately for the English people, and the 

p. 169. 

33 
Elton, Tudor Constitution, p. 168. 

34 
Hudson, "Treatise of the Court of Star Chamber," 
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Court, attempts were made to prevent the misuse of the 

examination procedure, for "the court gave the plaintiff 

only four days liberty for him to copy, pursue, draw, en

gross, and put in the articles whereupon the defendant is 

35 to be examined." Further, to safeguard against misuse, 

Hudson told that later "the lord keeper Bacon made an 

order, that upon no bill the defendant should be examined 

upon above fifteen articles, and those are not to contain 

above two questions in any one of them; and if there were 

and more impertinent, the plaintiff should pay fifteen 

shillings the article for every one of them which he so 

36 
administered; which order is in force to this day." 

Sometimes witnesses were examined by the Star 

Chamber commissions composed of men, who in earlier times 

were "the most iminent men in the country," but in the 

time in which Hudson was writing the members of the com-

37 mission were selected by the parties themselves. To 

help prevent perjury and avoid fraudulent witnesses. Chan

cellor Egerton ordered that every witness who was examined 

by the court was to be showed to the attorney of the other 

side, and that proof of his identity and residence had to 

35 
-̂  Ibid. 
^^Ibid., p. 170. 

37 
Ibid., p. 202. 
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be procured. In addition, the other side was always en-

38 titled to cross-examine each witness. 

After the witnesses had been examined, the next 

step in the proceedings was the reading of the proofs 

before the Court assembled in the Star Chamber. Once the 

open hearings began, no more witnesses would be examined 

and no more interrogatories were to be administered. 

Hudson did admit, however, that there were some few excep

tions to this. The day the case was to be heard was set 

either by the plaintiff or by the defendant. If however, 

the plaintiff did not set a time for a hearing, feeling 

perhaps that he had not obtained a strong enough case, he 

was fined by the Court. If neither the plaintiff nor the 

defendant set a time for a hearing, both might be subject 

39 to a fine. 

Once a date was set for a hearing of the case, the 

last part of the trial procedure began. Hudson said that 

before his time a date for a hearing might be any day of 

the week, in either the morning, the afternoon, or both. 

After the middle of the reign of Henry VIII, however, 

Wednesdays and Fridays came to be the days the Court nor-

m 4. 40 mally met. 

38TK-^ Ibid. 

-̂ Îbid. , p. 217. 

^^Ibid., p. 219. 
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At the Star Chamber hearings the proofs that had 

been gathered were read before the judges of the Court. 

Hudson indicated that the defendant always had as much 

time, if not more, to "excuse" as did the plaintiff to 

41 
"accuse." At this point came the climax of the entire 

Star Chamber proceedings. Hudson related it in this man

ner: "The proof being read, sometimes in one day some

times in many, the lords proceed to their sentence, which 

is always delivered in great silence, and without any 

interruption, the inferior beginning, and so in order 

every man, and the archbishop last before the lord chan

cellor or the lord keeper, if the treasurer be not the 

supreme judge at the time; in which sentence, if the lords 

deliver any sentence doubtfully, they may afterwards de-

42 

clare themselves to the clerk of the court." The major

ity ruled in regard to innocence or guilt, and in case of 

a tie vote, it was the lord chancellor or the highest 

judge present who determined the case. "And in this sen

tence the court doth punish the offender, and relieveth 
43 the oppressed." 

The most common punishment inflicted by the Court 

was a severe fine (which was often mitigated); however. 

Ibid., p. 223. 

Ibid. 

^^Ibid., p. 224. 
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Hudson also mentioned punishment by "imprisonment, loss 

of ears or nailing to the pillory, slitting the nose, 

branding the forehead, whipping of late days, wearing of 

papers in public places, or any punishment but death. ""̂  

Especially in the later years, the Court v/as fond of im

provising punishments on the spot to fit the crime. Hudson 

said that sometimes "the punishment is by the wisdom of 

the court invented in some new manner for new offences; 

as for Traske, who raised Judaism up from death, and for

bade the eating of swine's flesh, he was sentenced to be 

45 fed with swine's flesh when he was in prison." 

Although a fine was the normal punishment levied 

by the Court, it was almost always accompanied with a term 

of imprisonment. Often the term of imprisonment v/as until 

the fine had been paid. Star Chamber offenders were most 

usually confined in Fleet prison, but the Tower of London 

was common in cases which involved serious crimes. 

Once the sentence was pronounced by the judges, 

it was written down by the clerk of the court. The record 

was not then to be altered unless the clerk had recorded 

the sentence mistakenly or unless a question concerning 

the case arose. Only by the king's command could the 

44 
^^Ibid. 
45 
Ibid., p. 225. 

^^Ibid., p. 224. 
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sentence be altered. In fact, Hudson said that "so tender 

the court is of upholding the honour of the sentence, as 

they will punish those which speak against it with great 

47 severity." After the issuance of the sentence, the case, 

for all practical purposes, was at an end. The convicted 

defendant was allowed to make a motion for a mitigation 

hearing, but since that motion would be made before the 

same men who gave the sentence, the motion was usually 

denied. The mitigation hearings were often unnecessary, 

for the fines decreed by the Star Chamber judges were 

very often reduced before the guilty parties ever got 

48 around to paying them. The Court sometimes reasoned 

that whether or not the guilty party ever paid the fine 

was not so important; that he had been formally sentenced 

was punishment enough. 

One additional Star Chamber procedure that should 

be mentioned was that of ore tenus. Basically ore tenus 

was a procedure by which the trial was shortened by the 

offender's sworn confession, or in the words of Sir Edward 

Coke, "upon the confession of the party in writing under 

his hand, which he again must freely confess in open court. 

Ibid., p. 228. 

48 
Elton, Tudor Constitution, p. 169. 



19 

upon which confession in open court the Court doth pro-

49 

ceed." Coke went on to say, however, that "if his con

fession be set down too short, or otherwise than he meant, 

he may deny it, and then they cannot proceed against him 

but by bill or information, which is the fairest way."^^ 

To paraphrase Coke, ore tenus must be used with caution. 

A more elaborate and enlightening discussion of 

the ore tenus procedure was left by William Hudson. This 

is most helpful, for many writers of the Star Chamber, 

though they normally mention ore tenus, either omit an 

explanation of it or breezily define it in a sentence or 

two, indicating either they really do not understand it 

themselves or they prefer to keep the information to them

selves. Hudson called it "an extraordinary kind of pro

ceeding," and admitted that this form of procedure was 

"much blamed, as seeming to oppose the Great Charter, and 

51 

other acts of parliament." To amplify further the def

inition and use of ore tenus, Hudson included the follow

ing discussion: 

For when some dangerous persons attempt some 
unusual, and perhaps desperate inventions, which, 
in short time, may be very like to endanger the 
very fabric of the government, these persons are 
apprehended by a pursuivant or messenger, and 

p. 127. 

49 
Ibid., p. 172, cites Coke, Four Inst., p. 63. 

^^Ibid., p. 172. 

51 
Hudson, "Treatise of the Court of Star Chamber," 
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privately examined, without oath, or any com
pulsory means, concerning the fact. If he shall 
deny the accusation, then cannot the court pro
ceed against him ore tenus; but if he confess 
the offence freely and voluntarily, without 
constraint, then may he be brought to the bar; 
at which time his confession is shewed him; and 
if he acknowledge it, then who can doubt but 
that the court may justly proceed ex ore suo, 
and give a judgment against him."52" 

As did Coke, Hudson too encouraged caution in the 

use of ore tenus, for he said that "many circumstances are 

pressed and urged to aggravate the matters which are not 

confessed by the delinquent; which surely ought not to be 

urged, but [only] what he did freely confess in the same 

manner. And happy were it if these might be restrained 

within their limits, for that this course of proceeding 

is an exuberancy of prerogative, and therefore great 

reason to keep it within the circumference of its own 

53 orb."^-^ 

The reason for the popularity of the Court of Star 

Chamber was that it was open to all suitors; it was a 

cheap way of obtaining justice; and its processes were 

speedier than those of the more cumbersome common law 

courts. Hudson, perhaps, best expressed the exhilaration 

and pride with which the average Englishman might have 

felt toward the "high court of Star Chamber." He said: 

52 
Ibid., p. 127. 

•̂̂ Ibid. , p. 128. 
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"To be short: no sort or condition of people, from the 

king to the beggar, but in their particular capacities 

may sue in this court; for so many of the most indigent 

people have done in times past, and severe punishments 

have been inflicted upon most eminent men for wrong done 

54 to those that were most miserably poor." 

According to Elton, the functions of the Star 

55 Chamber fell into three categories. Pleas of riot and 

rout were most commonly heard by the Star Chamber. Riot 

was defined rather broadly by the Star Chamber, which gave 

the court wide leeway in its jurisdiction. Technically, 

riot was defined as a "tumultuous disturbance of the peace 

by three persons or more, assembling together of their ov/n 

authority, with an intent mutually to assist each other 

against any who shall oppose them, in the execution of 

some enterprise of a private nature, and afterwards actu

ally executing the same in a violent and turbulent man-

56 ner." The key words here are "actually executing the 

same." On the other hand, rout is defined as "an unlawful 

assembly which has made a motion towards the execution of 

"̂̂ Ibid. , p. 129. 

^^Elton, p. 170. 

B l a c k ' s Law D i c t i o n a r y , p . 1490. 
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the common purpose of the persons assembled."^^ The dis

tinction here is that rout requires intent but not the 

actual carrying out of an unlawful act, while riot re

quires the act to be carried out. Regardless of this 

close distinction, the main purpose of the Star Chamber 

was to enforce the king's peace. It was not difficult for 

the court to include a charge of riot or assault in the 

bill and in this manner bring practically any event under 

the consideration of the Star Chamber. The charge of riot 

was usually claimed with some standard phrase such as 

"with force and arms, that is to say with staves and bills, 

and other weapons invasive and defensive." Elton explains 

that this particular phrase "was borrov-zed from indictm.ents 

at common law where it had also become so purely formal 

that an act of 1545 (37 Henry VIII, c. 8) made it unnec-

58 essary to include it." 

The second function of the Star Chamber was to 

protect the enforcement of law in all the other courts of 

the kingdom. In other words, th^ Court might punish for 

contempts of other courts especially where perjury, false 

jury verdicts, conspiracy, and maintenance were involved. 

As Elton says, some of its "most important work was con

nected with this jurisdiction which it enjoyed as the heir 

^^Ibid., p. 1495. 

58 
Elton, Tudor Constitution, p. 170. 
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to the old Council and the executant of the king's vigi-

59 lance over justice." 

The last of the major functions of the Star Cham

ber was to enforce royal proclamations and punish those 

6 0 
who breached those proclamations. This function, which 

was used particularly indiscriminately by Charles I, was 

important in the ultimate abolition of the Court. Some

what related to this function, in that sometimes royal 

proclamations were issued from the Star Chamber, was one 

of the few non-judicial functions of the Court, namely 

addresses by the lord chancellor or lord keeper, usually 

delivered from the Star Chamber the day after the end of 

the legal term, to the judges and the justices of the 

peace, which gave the "state of the union," and instruc-

61 
tions to those assembled for the coming legal term. 

In reality, then, the Court was not the same court 

as that mythical engine to tyranny which has been depicted 

over the years. In an article entitled "Star Chamber My

thology," the legal historian Thenas G. Barnes attempts 

to blast some of the misconceptions concerning the Court 

that have developed since its abolition. Barnes attacks 

59 

Ibid., p. 171. 

Ibid. 

Ibid., p. 170. 
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three major myths concerning the Star Chamber. 

One form of myth was the assertion that the Court 

was an illegal extension of the royal prerogative. Barnes 

countered this with the thought that all the common law 

courts, and even parliament itself, were extensions of 

6 2 
the royal prerogative. Since no one would question the 

legality of parliament or the common law courts to exist, 

it would be equally erroneous to question the legality of 

the Star Chamber, for all three sprang from the same pre

rogative. Barnes also mentions the criteria indicated by 

Sir Edward Coke, namely defining legality in terms of 

fi 3 
keeping records. By these criteria the Star Chamber did 

have legal standing. 

A second myth that Barnes attempted to explode 

was that the Star Chamber used summary procedure. The 

Hudson treatise, which rambles page after page through all 

the intricacies of the Court's procedure, indicates the 

opposite. In fact, Barnes claims that the Star Chamber 

64 
procedure was not summary enough. He states that espe
cially in its later years, the Court became over-burdened 

Thomas G. Barnes, "Star Chamber Mythology," pp. 
3-4. 

^^Ibid., p. 4. 

64 
Ibid., p. 5. This idea of Barnes will be ex

panded in a later discussion. See page 123 and following. 
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with formalities. Cases which often took two to three 

years to determine could hardly be called summary. The 

only Star Chamber procedure that was even slightly summary 

was the ore tenus procedure, in which the defendant had 

to confess openly and freely. 

And finally, Barnes tries to correct any picture 

of the Star Chamber as a kind of inquisitorial body. An 

obvious argument is that the Star Chamber hearings were 

65 

open to the public. With open hearings it would be dif

ficult for the Court to use inquisitorial measures. In 

addition, the Court was restricted to matters found in the 

plaintiff's bill. Barnes, however, was not so naive as to 

believe that the Court did not use severe measures to 

ft ft 
crush any enemy of the state in political cases. Cases 

of this sort were however the exception rather than the 

rule. All in all, the public usually received fair treat

ment in the Star Chamber. 

Briefly then, this chapter has been an attempt to 

outline the Star Chamber in its origin and early history 

and in its composition, procedure, and functions. Subse

quent chapters will trace the Star Chamber through the 

reigns of Elizabeth I, James I, and Charles I, that is 

through the last years of its existence. Hopefully, by 

the end, the reasons for its abolition will be apparent. 

Ibid., p. 8. 

6 6 
Ibid., p. 9. 



CHAPTER II 

THE ELIZABETHAN COURT OF STAR CHAMBER 1558-1603 

The Elizabethan Court of Star Chamber reflected 

the reign of Queen Elizabeth. The problems of that reign 

were often indicated by the business that was conducted 

in the Court. During Elizabeth's reign, great in accom

plishment and duration, the Court of Star Chamber gener

ally enjoyed a healthy existence. The Court remained 

popular with the people, its remedies seemed fair and just, 

and normally it was not used arbitrarily by the monarch. 

In that the Court reflected the reign of Elizabeth, 

a brief examination of the reign will be helpful in under

standing the Court. Elizabeth, at the age of twenty-five, 

became queen of a nation divided by religious dissention, 

a nation whose trade and finances were in disorder, a 

nation involved in a lengthy war with France, a nation that 

was very skeptical about another female monarch. These 

were hardly ideal conditions to greet any new ruler, much 

less a young woman. 

Elizabeth, however, was equal to the task of win

ning the devotion of her subjects and providing capable 

The English nation had just suffered through the 
Catholic reign of Elizabeth's half-sister Mary (1553-1558). 

26 
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leadership. One analyst wrote, only a few weeks after 

Elizabeth assumed the throne, that 

If ever any person had either the gift or the style 
to win the hearts of the people, it was this Queen, 
and if ever she did express the same it was at that 
present, in coupling mildness with majesty as she 
did, and in stately stooping to the meanist sort. 
All her faculties were in motion, and every motion 
seemed a well-guided action: her eye was set upon 
one, her ear listened to another, her judgment ran 
upon a third, to a fourth she addressed her speech; 
and her spirit seemed to be everywhere, and yet so^ 
entire in herself as it seemed to be nowhere else. 

Of great importance was Elizabeth's ability to 

select wise and loyal advisors. Although there were cer

tain court favorites, whose purpose it was to flatter the 

vanity of the Queen, most positions in the Privy Council 

were given to experienced laymen, selected mostly fromi 

3 
the gentry class. Her principal selection was Sir 

William Cecil, who turned out to be a perfect minister in 

his position as secretary to the Queen. Cecil and the 

other members of the Elizabethan Privy Council all had 

significant roles in the Court of Star Chamber. 

The reign was dominated by the character and per

sonality of Elizabeth. Christopher Morris, a Cambridge 

historian, has characterized Elizabeth by saying she "was 

2 
Quoted by J. E. Neale, Queen Elizabeth Î  (Garden 

City, New York, 1957), p. 57. 
3 
Ibid., pp. 54-5 
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4 
romantic." He goes on to say that we "must not make too 

much of her brassy, course and vulgar side, nor of the 

red wig and blackened teeth which unflattering foreigners 

noted in her autumn years. She could be a jade, a scold, 

a termagant. She was never very beautiful. She was not 

always brave. She was often hysterical. She could be 

treacherous and cruel, mean and ungrateful. Without much 

doubt, she resented her enforced chastity and affected to 

be more religious than she was. . . . But, without possess

ing the obvious physical charms of some more ordinary 

women, she was genuinely captivating to many men for many 
5 

years." Her charm was adequately and enthusiastically 

illustrated by Robert Cecil, son of the Queen's secretary. 

Writing in 1592, when Elizabeth was fifty-nine years old, 

he said: "My heart was never broken till this day that I 

hear the Queen goes away so far off. . . . [I] am now left 

behind her in a dark prison all alone. . . . I that was 

wont to behold her riding like Alexander, hunting like 

Diana, walking like Venus, the gentle wind blowing her 

fair hair about her pure cheeks like a nymph, sometime 

sitting in the shade like a goddess, sometime singing like 

an angel, sometime playing like Orpheus." 

4 
Christopher Morris, The Tudors (New York, 196 7), 

p. 153. 

5 
Ibid. 

^Ibid. 
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The major problems that confronted Elizabeth con

cerned religion, foreign policy, and internal dissent. 

From the beginning of her reign, Elizabeth and her govern

ment moved carefully in these areas, displaying a caution 

that perhaps resembled Elizabeth's own caution during the 

reign of her half-sister Mary. According to Morris, Eliz

abeth "had survived the dangerous times under Mary by lying 

very low, by covering her tracks, and of course by out-
7 

wardly conforming to Catholicism." In much the same 

manner, "on every front it paid Elizabeth's government to 

play for time, to use delaying tactics, to leave every 

thorny subject as far as possible alone, to resist all 
q 

pressure groups, and to avoid almost all decisions." 

In regard to the religious question, Elizabeth was 

aware of the failure of her half-sister Mary to restore 

Catholicism. Although Elizabeth was not particularly 

religious, she knew that in the period of intense religious 

feeling in which she lived she could not avoid involvement. 

Her solution has been called the "Elizabethan Compromise" 

and was, as the name implies, a middle-of-the-road course, 

protestantism was restored in the form of a national 

church with the Queen as supreme governor. To many pro-

testants, the church service smacked of Catholicism, but 

Ibid., p. 157. 

Ibid., p. 155. 
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an act of Parliament made the service binding upon the 

people. In 1563 a convocation of the church drew up the 

Thirty-Nine Articles, which stated the doctrine of the 

church, and in 1571 the Articles were embodied in a bill 

that passed Parliament. The Elizabethan Compromise 

temporarily solved the religious question, but being a 

compromise, it scarcely pleased everyone. 

The problems of Elizabethan foreign policy did 

not have as simple a solution as did the religious problem, 

England was fortunate in that during the Queen's reign two 

of her potential enemies, France and Spain, were sometimes 

at odds with each other. England's attempt at neutrality 

during the first part of Elizabeth's reign prevented her 

from being subdued by the two more powerful Catholic 

countries. During this period England was able to 

strengthen her finances and increase her commercial and 

maritime power, all of which held her in good stead during 

the conflicts with Spain toward the end of the century. 

An Englishman pictured one aspect of the English foreign 

situation at the beginning of Elizabeth's reign as the 

"French king bestriding the realm, having one foot in 

Calais and the other in Scotland. Steadfast enmity, but 

no steadfast friendship abroad." To demonstrate the 

S. T. Bindoff, Tudor England (Baltimore, 1950), 
pp. 22 3-4. 

10 Quoted by Neale, Queen Elizabeth I_, p. 85. 
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enmity between England and France, J. E. Neale, in his 

biography of Elizabeth cites the following proverb: 

"When the Ethiopian is white, the French will love the 

English." 

By 15 88 the hostility between England and France 

had declined, but by that year the drift of events had 

led England into a war with Spain that both Elizabeth 

and Cecil had tried to prevent for years. It was in 1588 

that Spain attempted to defeat England by sending a great 

Armada to carry a Spanish army to the shores of England. 

The invasion was averted, but Spain remained a threat for 

some years thereafter. 

Internal dissent was a problem that plagued 

Elizabeth through much of her reign. Much of the dissent 

revolved around the person of Mary Stuart, or Mary, Queen 

of Scots. In 156 8 Mary fled from Scotland to escape her 

alienated subjects, and for the nineteen years thereafter 

she served as the centerpeg for plots against Elizabeth. 

Repeated conspiracies had as their objective the recogni

tion of Mary Stuart as Queen of England and the restoration 

of Catholicism. Plots against Elizabeth began as soon as 

1569. In that year certain northern earls planned for 

Mary to marry the Duke of Norfolk and reign in place of 

Elizabeth. English Catholics failed to support this plot 

Ibid., p. 86. 
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and it was easily put down. As a punishment for the 

revolt about 800 were executed. 

In 1571 Roberto Ridolfi, an Italian merchant-

banker, conceived of a plan by which Mary could marry 

the Duke of Norfolk and gain the throne. The plan had 

the support of Pope Pius V, who had excommunicated 

Elizabeth in 1570, and Philip II of Spain. Government 

officials discovered the plot before it could be put into 

effect and arrested Norfolk and other conspirators. In 

13 15 72 Norfolk was executed. 

There were several other similar plots, mostly 

involving the overthrow of Elizabeth and the accession of 

Mary Stuart. Finally, after an attempt known as the 

Babington plot in 15 86, Elizabeth was persuaded to agree 

to Mary's execution. Mary was tried and executed in 

14 February of the next year. 

Another example of internal dissent was the rise 

of Puritanism. As the name implies, Puritans were persons 

who believed the Church of England as outlined in the 

Elizabethan Compromise still contained too many vestiges 

of Catholicism. Generally the Puritans favored a more 

Calvinistic doctrine in their church and preferred a 

1955), p. 298. 

13 

G. R. Elton, England Under The Tudors (New York, 

Bindoff, Tudor England, p. 212. 

14 
Elton, England Under The Tudors, p. 36 8. 
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presbyterian rather than an episcopal form of church 

government. As the number of Puritans increased, the 

Puritan sentiment in the House of Commons also increased. 

Puritan factions in Parliament frequently tried to intro

duce and pass legislation that would have had the effect 

of reorganizing the English church along Puritan lines. 

Elizabeth steadfastly blocked all such attempts, claiming 

that church matters were her exclusive domain. When 

political attempts at church reform failed, Puritans 

turned to pamphleteering in an attempt to bring about 

their sought after changes. 

It was when the Puritans began to oppose royal 

policy in print that they ran afoul of the Court of Star 

Chamber. In 1586 a decree was issued from the Star Cham

ber in which Elizabeth required "all persons using and 

professing the art, trade or mystery of printing or sell

ing of books should from henceforth be ruled and directed 

therein by some certain or known rules or ordinances which 

should be inviolably kept and observed and the breakers 

and offenders of the same to be severely and sharply pun

ished and corrected, [and the Queen] hath straitly charged 

and required the most reverend father in God the arch

bishop of Canterbury, and the right honourable the lords 

and others of her Highness' Privy Council, to see her 

Majesty's said gracious and godly intention and purpose 
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to be duly and effectually executed and accomplished.""'"^ 

It was the archbishop and the Privy Council functioning 

as the Court of Star Chamber where Elizabeth's "intention 

and purpose" was "duly and effectually executed and 

accomplished." And it was often a Puritan pamphleteer 

who felt the brunt of Elizabeth's "intention and purpose." 

Thomas Cartwright is a good example of an Eliza

bethan Puritan. Cartwright was a university preacher and 

theology professor at Cambridge University. His sermons 

were so powerful that "the Sextone was faigne to take down 

the Windows" of his church because the crowds who came to 

hear Cartwright were so great. Like many other Puritans, 

Cartwright believed the Bible to be divine revelation. 

The Bible in all its infallibility had outlined presby

terian rather than episcopal church government. Cart

wright proposed that ministers be chosen by the people 

rather than by the bishops, as was decreed by the Eliza

bethan settlement. Over these issues, and others, Cart-

17 wright was expelled from Cambridge. 

Elizabeth did not in any way espouse the ideas of 

Cartwright and those who followed him, but she was not 

15 
J. Strype, The Life and Arts of John Whitgift 

D.D.(Oxford, 1822), I, pp. 423-4. 
16 
William Haller, The Rise of Puritanism (New York, 

1957), p. 10, cites "Lives," p. 17, in Clarke, General 
Martyrologie, 1677. 

•'•̂ Ibid. , pp. 10-11. 
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overly vindictive in her treatment of extremist Puritans. 

Such was the case of Edward Dering, who has been "acknowl

edged to be one of the ablest and most learned men in the 

18 English church," and who believed preachers should have 

freedom of speech in the pulpit. For his forthright 

preaching he was arraigned before the Star Chamber, but 

19 was treated leniently and allowed to preach again. 

William Haller, in a book entitled The Rise of Puritanism, 

explained the treatment of Dering and many other Eliza

bethan Puritans by saying such "was the devious tolerance 

of Elizabeth, which allowed the Puritans to bark as long 

as there was no immediate danger lest they bite. Much has 

been made of the heroism of those who under Elizabeth and 

her successor suffered persecution for conscience sake, 

but considering the almost universal prevalence of belief 

in the necessity for some sort of religious uniformity and 

at the same time the condition of violent disagreement 

among Englishmen as to just what religion ought to be en

forced, the wonder is that so many Puritans went unper-

secuted, went so nearly undisturbed about the business of 

20 undermining the existing structure of society." 

18 
Ibid., p. 12. 

•̂ Îbid., pp. 13-14. 

20 
Ibid., p. 14. 
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There were countless other incidents and problems 

during Elizabeth's reign, but this brief outline has 

attempted only to mention a few of the major ones, those 

that might have some bearing on the course of the Court 

of Star Chamber. With this brief look at Elizabethan 

times in mind, as well as the general discussion of the 

Court and its procedure that was attempted in the previous 

chapter, now a closer examination of the Elizabethan Court 

of Star Chamber may be begun. 

The general impression of the Elizabethan Court of 

Star Chamber is favorable. It functioned smoothly, impar

tially, and in a manner that did not alienate it from the 

people of England. E. P. Cheyney, a respected historian 

of the Elizabethan period, wrote that "during Elizabeth's 

reign there was no protest against the principle of the 

Court, no protest against the procedure of the Court, no 

public sympathy with those wrongdoers who received severe 

punishments from the Court, and further, the legal writers 

21 of the day spoke of the Court in the highest terms." 

The composition and procedure of Elizabeth's Star 

Chamber was practically identical to the picture of the 

Court mentioned in the first chapter. Members of the Privy 

Council assisted by certain justices from the common law 

21 
E. P. Cheyney, A History of England From The 

Defeat of the Armada to the Death of Elizabeth (New York, 
1926), I, p. 105. 
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courts formed the panel of judges. The justification for 

having the additional common law judges was explained by 

one contemporary writer who said: "My Lords and others of 

her Majesty's counsel for the most parte have not study 

or judgment of lawe and but small experyence of lawe, to 

dyscusse what ys an offence of lawe and what not, unles 

they be assysted by the Judges and the Quene's lerned 

22 counsel, as in the Starr Chamber." 

The Court met during the regular legal terms, 

normally on Wednesday and Friday mornings. Unlike her 

father and grandfather, Elizabeth never attended a session 

of the Star Chamber, although there was always an empty 

chair in evidence as a reminder to all from whence the 

23 authority of the Court was derived. All in all, there 

was nothing unusual about the functioning of the Star 

Chamber during Elizabethan days. 

If anything, the popularity of the Elizabethan 

Star Chamber resulted in complication for the Court. Be

cause the Court developed a reputation for granting 

liberal pecuniary damages, it was sometimes deluged with 

private petitions lodged by those who had perhaps only a 

24 
petty quarrel with their neighbor. This had the effect 

22 
Cited by Cheyney, History of England, p. 84. 

-̂̂ Ibid. , p. 87. 

^^Ibid., p. 106. 
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of swelling the total number of cases the Court had to 

hear. However, if the Attorney-General had a suit pending 

in the Star Chamber, it was always given precedence over 

private suits, no matter how many of the latter were being 

^ 25 pressed. 

It was unfortunate that at the same time the 

amount of litigation was on the rise in the Court, the 

procedure of the Court was becoming more formal and styl-
2 fi 

ized. The extent of this was not so important under 

Elizabeth as it would later be under her successors, but 

it nevertheless was a contributing factor to the problems 

of the Court. An example of the increasing formality was 

the increased use of interrogatories. At the beginning 

of the sixteenth century they consisted normally of a 

series of simple questions, probably contained on a single 

page. By the end of the century it was common to compound 

the number of questions in a single "article" of the inter

rogatory. Thomas G. Barnes, a historian who has studied 

the growing complexity of the Court, has given the follow

ing two examples of "articles" for the sake of comparison. 

In 1535 one "article" stated the following: "Item whether 

William Hudson, "A Treatise of the Court of Star 
Chamber," in Collectanea Juridica (London, 1792), II, 
p. 216 . 

26 
Thomas G. Barnes, "Due Process and Slow Process 

in the Late Elizabethan-Early Stuart Star Chamber," 
American Journal of Legal History, VI (1962), p. 233. 



39 

the said James Gierke be fermor to the Abbot of the said 

close or not and how long he hath ben fermor." By com

parison, a more complex "article" in 1606 stated: "Item 

what strong waters were given you at Oxford, at Windsore, 

and at Whitehall at such times as the Kinges Majestie did 

come to see you, what were the operations of those waters, 

2 7 

and who gave them unto yow." As already mentioned, this 

trend was not so important in the time of Elizabeth, but 

came to be important during the last years of the Court. 

Another activity of the Elizabethan Star Chamber 

that bears mentioning was the practice of the judges and 

justices of the peace gathering in the Court at the end of 

the legal term for the purpose of hearing a speech or 

charge, often delivered by the lord chancellor or lord 

keeper, which expressed the Queen's wishes and desires for 

the following legal term. Sometimes it was William Cecil 

himself who delivered the charge. Frequently Elizabeth 

gave the lord chancellor direct instructions as to what he 
2 8 

should say. 

Mention might now be made of the specific activi

ties of the Court of Star Chamber through the forty-five 

years of the reign of Queen Elizabeth. A day by day 
Ibid, p. 235, cites PRO, St. Ch. 10/4, inter-

rogatories ex parte James Gierke; St. Ch. 8/4/10, 
interrogatories to Ann Gunter. 

28 
Cheyney, History of England, p. 10 7. 
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examination would be impossible, but periodic glances in 

the various decades of the reign are possible and will 

serve to give an overall view of the Court as it func

tioned through the Queen's lengthy reign. 

In the 1560's, the earliest part of the reign, the 

Court functioned mainly as it had before Elizabeth assumed 

the throne. During these years there were no notorious 

cases or causes celebre that came before the Court. 

An example of the "business as usual" posture of 

the Court in the 1560's is indicated in a letter from an 

unnamed suitor to the Earl of Bedford on March 6, 156 3. 

Forgery, the cause of action in this case, was routine 

business, but the litigant here sought the Earl's help 

because of the following complication: "I have a Star 

Chamber suit against Wm. Lover and others, for a forgery, 

which touches most of the living left me by my father. 

Last Easter, a commission was issued to Peter Edgecombe 

and three others, to examine witnesses; and the depositions 

are taken, but not certified as I requested; so I was 

driven to get a writ of certiorari, to compel them to 

certify, but they have not done it yet. If this be not 

prevented; it will be a great hindrance to me. Pray get 

an order from the Lord Keeper for the commission to be 

29 
stayed." This excerpt is quite revealing, for it not 

29 
State Papers Domestic for the Reign of Elizabeth, 

V. 6, p. 538, hereafter cited SPD Eliz. 
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only indicates the type of case the Star Chamber heard, 

but it also illustrates the examination of witnesses and 

how even the best of legal systems might develop compli

cations and breakdown. 

Four years later, on November 28, 156 7, during a 

speech by the lord keeper before the Star Chamber, sedi

tious books that dishonored God were mentioned. Regarding 

punishments for the writers of such seditious books, the 

lord keeper said: "It is better for a man to be twice 

whipped than once hanged.""^ This statement fully illus

trates the mood of the Court at this time toward the 

severity of punishment. This statement might be kept in 

mind when examining Star Chamber punishments during the 

Court's later years. 

The Star Chamber was a typical court in that priv

ileged persons tried to circumvent prosecution. For ex

ample, on October 17, 156 8, the Earl of Sussex wrote to 

William Cecil saying: "I beseech you to be a means that 

31 these causes may be dismissed out of the Star Chamber." 

It is unknown what Cecil's response was to this entreaty, 

but certainly the request by Sussex was hardly an isolated 

incident. 

In the 15 70's the Star Chamber continued to function 

30 
SPD Eliz., V. I, p. 302. 

"̂ •̂ SPD Eliz., V. VI pp. 60-1. 
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as before, in apparent harmony with the English people. 

There was not yet the disenchantment with the Court that 

was so obvious in its last years, but there were a few 

indications of beginnings of some of the areas of dis

content which became so odious in the years following 

Elizabeth. 

In June, 15 71, there was read in the Star Chamber 

a proclamation that is a good example of the use of the 

Court for the personal motives of the Queen. It also 

indicates that at this date Elizabeth was still moving 

with some caution in her relations with her subjects and 

making attempts to placate them. Included in the procla

mation was the following statement: "Her majesty would 

have all her loving subjects to understand that as long as 

they shall openly continue in the observation of her laws 

and shall not wilfully and manifestly break them by their 

open acts, her Majesty's meaning is not to have any of 

them molested by any inquisition or examination of their 

32 
consciences in causes of religion." 

In the years following the reign of Elizabeth, the 

Court was often accused of serving as a vehicle for the 

sovereign's personal tyranny. On June 1, 1576, the records 

of the Privy Council indicate that eight persons were com

mitted to the Fleet prison "for selling of wines at rates 

32 
Cited by J. E. Neale, Elizabeth Î  and Her 

Parliaments (New York, 1958), I, p. 192. 



43 

3 3 
above her Majesties Proclamation." This in itself would 

not, in Elizabethan times, be considered tyrannical. In 

fact, the populace might appreciate the action of the Court 

resulting in wine at lower prices. In other words, this 

particular action had a desired result, but the Court 

might be used in much the same manner to enforce royal 

proclamations that were not nearly so beneficial. 

One reason the Court of Star Chamber became so 

popular in the first place was because it afforded speedy 

redress for litigants. If the Court sustained a trend 

toward lengthy suits, it would lose one area of its popular 

appeal. During the debates in the House of Commons in 

1584-1585, the recorder, a man named William Fleetwood, 

recorded the following comment: "The Star Chamber is so 

called of a serpent called Stellio. . . . For, as that ser

pent biting the finger, it must be cut off, so there must 

34 be speedy redress in causes." The speaker here seems to 

indicate that the Star Chamber ought to exist only for the 

purpose of providing speedy redress. Yet anything but 

speed was suggested by the report on September 28, 1578, 

which told of "settlement of a suit which had been depend-

35 ing in Star Chamber for seven years." Unfortunately, 

33 
Acts of the Privy Council for the Reign of 

Elizabeth, v. IX, p. 132. 
34 
Neale, Elizabeth !_ and Her Parliaments, II, p. 85 

•̂ M̂SS Shrewsbury, HMC, p. 19. 
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cases of this length increased rather than declined in 

subsequent years, until by the end of its life, the Court 

was no longer a tribunal of "speedy redress." 

The 1580's were years of stress for Elizabeth's 

government. Not only did the decade end with England 

involved in a war with Spain, but the country was also 

plagued with internal conflict, primarily centering 

around the person of Mary Stuart. The Puritans and others 

had become so outspoken, vocally as well as in print, that 

it was in this decade that the press was placed under a 

strict censorship. Although a printing regulation was not 

issued until 1586, as early as July 18, 1583, it was sug

gested in the Privy Council that a statement "relative to 

36 printing" ought to be embodied in a Star Chamber decree. 

By the next year, apparently some action had been taken 

concerning a Star Chamber decree involving printers. On 

June 23, 15 84, there was a "decree in the Star Chamber for 

the redressing of abuses in printing, setting forth the 

ordinances and constitutions, rules and articles, by all 

persons from hence forth to be duly and inviolably kept 

37 and observed." Whether this decree was merely a prelude 

to the decree of 15 86, or whether the later decree only 

reinforced the former, is not certain. What is certain is 

^^SPD Eliz., V. II, p. 115. 

^^Ibid., p. 184. 
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that the growing number of dissident printers was of 

serious concern to the judges of the Star Chamber. 

Perhaps because of the serious events of the day, 

Elizabeth's hand became more apparent in the Star Chamber 

matters. On November 29, 15 86, the Queen sent the follow

ing message to Sir Frances Walsingham, her Secretary of 

State: "Her Majesty desires that he, with Burghley 

[William Cecil] and Mr. Vice-Chamberlain, should enter 

into consideration of the causes of the prisoners in the 

tower. Thought to have seen him at the Star Chamber this 

afternoon, to suscribe the sentence, with the other Com-

3 8 missioners." The implication of this note is that 

Elizabeth was urging Walsingham and others to speed up 

the proceedings in some matter of concern, and the last 

sentence admonishes him slightly for not being present at 

a Star Chamber session. One cannot read the mind of the 

Queen, but only assume that it would be prudent for 

Walsingham to be more regular in his attendance in the 

future. 

Just as the Star Chamber could be severe with those 

who deserved punishment, it also could be just and equi

table. During the days of Elizabeth it was considered 

improper publicly to humiliate members of the gentle class. 

Although members of that class were human and as likely 

^^SPDEliz., V. II, p. 368. 
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to err as anyone, it was thought that the lords and ladies 

ought to be treated with the proper respect due their sta

tion. This would have the effect of stimulating respect 

from the commoners. In the following'account, the Star 

Chamber demonstrated its sense of propriety in a case 

involving the humiliation of a lady of the gentle class. 

In a news-letter from James Digges dated October 25, 15 88, 

one is informed that the "Sheriffs of London are both 

committed from the Star Chamber to the Fleet [prison] 

for whipping of the Lady Latymer, and like to be deeply 

fined. "-̂ ^ 

During the 1590's, the Star Chamber continued both 

as a popular court for the people to settle their private 

suits, and as a royal policy enforcer. In this decade the 

Court received both praise and criticism. During this 

decade that the Court first revealed serious indications 

that it had the capability of becoming an engine of royal 

tyranny. During these ten years the Court functioned as 

normal, but intermingled with the usual cases, were others 

that involved the persecution of Puritans and the sentenc

ing of unusual punishments. On the other hand, the Court 

did involve itself in the merciful task of mitigating its 

own punishments, as well as those punishments of other 

courts. 

^^MSS Earl of Ancaster, HMC, p. 201. 
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By 1591 the Court still had admirers. In that 

year, William Lambarde, in one of his discourses on the 

English court system, said of the Star Chamber that "this 

most noble and praiseworthy Court, the beams of whose 

bright justice, equal in beauty with Hesperus and Lucifer, 

. . . do blaze and spread themselves as far as the realm 

40 IS long or wide." 

For a court that relied mainly on fines, there 

occurred during the next few years notable examples of 

the Court resorting to rather severe physical punishments. 

On August 26, 159 3, two men were sentenced to serve in 

galleys and to be tied fast to their posts with chains. 

That punishment appears to be severe, but considering that 

their crime was counterfeiting the signature of some of 

the members of the Privy Council, the punishment was per-

41 haps understandable. On February 11, 1596, for the 

crime of forging the signature of the Lord Treasurer, five 

men were sentenced to stand in the pillary, lose their 

ears, be branded on the forehead with an F, and be con-

42 
strained in perpetuity to the galleys. In April, 1596, 

a libeller named Smith was sentenced to lose one ear, to 

40 
Cited by J. B. Black, The Reign of Elizabeth 

1558-1603 (Oxford, 1959), p. 212. 
41 
G. B. Harrison, Elizabethan Journals (Ann Arbor, 

1955), I, p. 259. 
42 
Ibid., II, p. 76. 
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be whipped, to wear a paper on his head containing his 

slanderous words, to be imprisoned during the Court's 

-1 43 

pleasure, and to be fined L20. Multiple punishments 

such as this became common during the later years of the 

Court. 

But just as the Court could be vengeful, it also 

could be merciful. Sometimes the Court showed mercy at 

the Queen's insistence. In May, 1595, the records indi

cate that a warrant was issued to Lord Keeper Puckering 

"to mitigate fines imposed by S. C. on 13 rioters now 

in the Fleet. . .and to liberate them on payment of part 

of their fines, and giving security for their good behav-
44 ior." On December 30, 1596, there is record of "pardon 

to Thos. Swift of the residue of corporal punishments and 

two fines of 1,000 marks and 1,000 i. imposed on him by 

the Star Chamber, 36 Eliz., for slanders and cozenage 

against Sir Wm. Cornwallis and his daughter Frances, and 

45 for publishing and dispersing slanderous libels. An 

additional example of a mitigation of a Star Chamber pun

ishment occurred on June 13, 159 7, when there was "pardon 

to Edward Owen of the corporal punishment and imprisonment 

adjudged against him in the Star Chamber, for misdemeanors 

43 
Ibid., p. 93. 

"̂̂ SPD Eliz., V. IV, p. 48. 

45 
Ibid., p. 324. 
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upon the body of Piers Holland, except his fine and recog-

46 nizances forfeited." 

Ultimately, individuals began to attempt to evade 

a hearing in the Star Chamber. It was damaging for the 

Court to have private individuals try to escape either 

because win or lose they felt their families would be 

disgraced, or because they felt Ihey could not get a fair 

hearing due to a lack of influence with the judges. An 

example of the former was when a member of the influential 

47 Sidney family was suspected of engrossing corn. In 

October, 1597, Harry Sidney wrote that he was afraid his 

case "would be taken by the Atty-Gen. to Starre Chamber 

where the offense is punished with fyne and pillery, a hor-

48 rible disgrace to the honourable name of the Sidneys." 

A Mr. Rowland Whyte, evidently a representative for Harry 

Sidney, wrote to Harry's cousin Sir Robert Sidney on Octo

ber 22, 1597, saying "I feare me he will suffer for his 

offence, but I persuade that money be frankly gyven where 

I direct yt, rather then to come to answer a Starre Cham

ber." Whyte's comment seems to indicate the extremes 

"̂ Îbid., p. 439. 

"Corn" in the English sense of the word might 
mean any type of grain. 

^^MSS Dudley, II, p. 299. 

^^Ibid., p. 298. 
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to which persons would resort to escape the Star Chamber. 

Four days later Whyte again wrote to Sir Robert Sidney 

saying that "you must write to all your friends; for I 

fear the Attorney General will bring it to the Starre 

50 
Chamber and terribly persecute him there." The eva-

sionary tactics were apparently a failure in the case of 

Harry Sidney, for it was later recorded that he was forced 

to stand in the pillary with "an empty corne sacke in his 

hande, a paper on his heade, to paye five pounds to the 

51 Queene, ten to the party Constable and all his Costes." 

On other occasions there were cases where indi

viduals feared the Star Chamber for lack of influence 

there. On February 14, 159 8, Sir John Holies wrote to 

Lord Sheffield saying that "they will bring me and the rest 

the next term unto the Star Chamber, and that I only of 

all men (in whom they least suspected such treachery) 

overwrought them, which before the Lords will prove most 

foul and severely punishable. These threats shew how 

little credit I have with them to do you good and further 

in what condition your friends presently stand, unless 

52 you relieve them." Holies had apparently been asked for 

support by Sheffield, but from his statement he indicated 

^^Ibid., p. 299. 

51 
Cited by C. D. Bowen, The Lion and the Throne 

(Boston, 1956), p. 107. 

52 MSS Duke of Portland, HMC, IX, p. 59. 
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not only did he not have any influence to exert in favor 

of Sheffield, but he was also lacking in influence for 

himself. The comment further indicates that Holies also 

feared the vindicativeness of the judges because he "over

wrought" them. 

At the very end of the decade, in November, 1599, 

there was a speech delivered by the Lord Keeper in the 

Star Chamber which was an example of how Elizabeth used 

the Court as a means by which she might make public her 

wishes. On this occasion the Lord Keeper's topic was what 

the Queen considered to be a social problem of the day. 

The problem was that the Queen believed members of the 

gentle class might best serve their Queen and themselves 

by remaining at home in the provinces, rather than congre

gating in cities such as London. In this Star Chamber 

address, the Lord Keeper said that the Queen "has observed 

inconveniences by gentlemen, justices of peace, etc., 

flocking to towns; all therefore who are here, are to 

repair to their country, relieve the poor, keep good order, 

etc., especially justices of peace, who are to see that 

the laws are kept. Any neglect of this order will be 

53 severely punished." 

The beginning of a new century in 1600 provided a 

rather trying problem for Elizabeth. A young man named 

•̂̂ SPD Eliz., V, p. 347. 
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Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, was originally a favorite 

with the Queen, but because he mismanaged the responsi

bilities given him by Elizabeth, because he began to rival 

the Queen in public esteem, and because he became involved 

in a lunatic scheme to unseat the Queen, he became too 

54 much of a threat to Elizabeth and she had him executed. 

In 1599 Essex was imprisoned for his part in a disastrous 

expedition to Ireland. While he was in prison his popu

larity grew, particularly with Londoners. That city was 

filled with officers and deserters from the army which 

Essex had led in Ireland. The Queen wished to try Essex 

in the Star Chamber in order publicly to expose his guilt. 

The case was never concluded, partly because Essex was 

able to arouse the sympathy of the Queen. On February 11, 

1600, Essex wrote to Elizabeth saying: "I do now even 

receive from my Lord Keeper a significance of your 

Majesty's pleasure to have me called to a judicial hearing 

in the Star Chamber on Wednesday next; which if it had been 

the sentence of death, should have been welcome to me, com-

55 
ing with the warrant." 

Essex was not brought into the Star Chamber but 

remained in prison. While he was in prison, the country

side buzzed with news of the affair. An example is in a 

^ An adequate account is found in Elton, England 
Under the Tudors, pp. 469-73. 

^^SPD Eliz., V, p. 393. 
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letter from a rather prolific letter-writer named John 

Chamberlain. Writing to a Mr. Dudley Carleton on February 

22, 1600, he said that "Mr. Secretarie [Sir Robert Cecil] 

never spoke with him [Essex] since he was committed, but 

only carried his letter of submission that kept him from 

the Star Chamber, so that my lord continues where he was, 

and, for ought I heare, is like enough to tarry there 

still." The affair remained a topic of discussion, at 

least with Mr. Chamberlain, for on June 13, 1600, he again 

wrote to Mr. Carleton saying: "I was yesterday at the Star 

Chamber upon report of some special matter that shold be 

delivered touching my Lord of Essex, where the Lord Keeper 

[Egerton] made a grave speach in nature of a charge to the 

Judges, to looke to the overgrowinge idle multitude of 

justices of peace. . . [then] he fell to a digression how 

mercifully her Majestie had dealt with the Erie of 

57 Essex." Essex was later executed after an abortive 

uprising against the Queen in February, 1601. 

Besides the Essex affair, the regular functions 

of the Court, of course, went on as usual. In November, 

1600, there was an unidentifiable complaint to the Lord 

Keeper that said: "I have been vexed for three years with 

complaints to the Queen and a multiplicity of suits. 

Sarah Williams (ed.). Letters Written by John 
Chamberlain, Camden, 1st, LXXIX (1861), p. 65. 

57 
Ibid., p. 77 . 
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maintained by a common purse, and countenanced both in 

Court and Country against me. I complained of this in the 

Star Chamber in Easter term, where my proceedings have 

been stopped ever since." ^ Evidently the Lord Keeper 

was being appealed to speed up the suit. 

In that same month. Sir Robert Cecil, son of 

William Cecil, Lord Burghley, who in 1596 had assumed his 

father's position as secretary to the Queen, received a 

note from the Earl of Lincoln that stated he "begs Cecil 

to procure him the favour that some regard may be had of 

the equity of his cause in the Star Chamber with Askyough, 

that it be not, by colours devised to undo him, wrested to 

59 extremities." On January 16th of the next year, Cecil, 

received another plea for help in the Star Chamber. Lord 

Eure wrote to Cecil saying: "You know how Sir Thomas 

Hobbye is reviewing before the Star Chamber the complaint 

which he made before the Council at York, against my son 

and other gentlemen, for having misconducted themselves in 

his house. Be pleased to read t^e truth, which my son, 

the bearer, did affirm before this coimcil." 

One additional note to Robert Cecil should be men

tioned for it illustrates that even the upper classes 

^^SPD Eliz., V, p. 493. 

59 
MSS Salisbury, HMC, X, p. 400. 

^^Ibid., XI, p. 11. 



55 

dreaded a Star Chamber sentence. On February 6, 1602, 

Sir Henry Winston wrote to Cecil saying: "I was lately 

censured in the High Court of Star Chamber to pay a fine 

of 1000 -L, and to come to the next assizes at Gloucester 

to publicly acknowledge the offence,. . . I desire rather 

to remain in prison than to receive open disgrace in my 

,.61 country. 

On February 1, 1601, Elizabeth addressed a note 

to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Keeper Egerton, 

Secretary Cecil, and others that indicates that the Star 

Chamber did, in fact, still feel the strong hand of 

Elizabeth, who by this time was sixty-seven years old. 

The Queen's strongly-worded note included the following: 

"Our servant Wm. Mill, clerk of our Council for three 

years past, has been called in question for supposed 

offences in the Star Chamber, the examination whereof we 

committed to you; we command that the said informations 

be by you revoked and made void, and that no offence 

supposed, before the date hereof, to be committed by Mill 

fi 2 

be further prosecuted." 

At the very end of her reign, however, Elizabeth 

was no longer a dynamic force in the Star Chamber and it 

•̂'"Ibid., XII, pp. 45-6. 

^^SPD Eliz., V, p. 542. 
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continued on its own impetus. Of Elizabeth, G. R. Elton 

says that as "the year 1602 progressed, melancholy and a 

sense of being unwell took possession of her, though in 

reality her health continued good; her mind remained 

unaffected to the very end, but she preferred devotion 

and 'old Canterbury tales' to politics." She did have 

enough energy in March, 160 3, to intercede at the request 

of the Countess of Oxford in favor of a Puritan "who had 

been censured in the Star Chancer for libelling the 

Lords," but this was, perhaps, her last act in the Star 

Chamber. By this time she had apparently lost the will to 

live; she died on March 24, 160 3. 

^"^Elton, England Under the Tudors, p. 474. 

"̂̂ SPD Eliz., VI, p. 300. 



Chapter III 

The Jacobean Court of Star Chamber 160 3-1625 

The death of Elizabeth resulted not only in a new 

ruler for England, but a new ruling dynasty. Elizabeth 

was the last Tudor ruler, and James, her successor, was 

the first ruler of the Stuart line. James VI, king of 

Scotland, who became James I of England, was the son of 

Mary Stuart, Queen of the Scots, who had been executed by 

Elizabeth in 1587. James's claim to the throne was 

through his great-grandmother Margaret, who was a sister 

of Henry VIII of England. James, attempted to retain as 

much royal authority as had the Tudors, but because he 

lacked the tact and public appeal of the Tudors, he soon 

came into conflict with the growing power of the middle 

class represented in Parliament. The conflict of Parlia

mentary privilege clashing with the royal prerogative was 

perhaps the main issue of the reign of James I. 

James became king of Scotland at the age of one 

year, when his mother Mary was forced to abdicate. He 

was thirty-seven when he ascended the English throne. He 

had received an excellent education, although he had 

chafed under the tutelage of "a turbulent nobility and 

57 
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militant Scottish clergy." James was tall and had thin 

legs, and like his son Charles, "he walked badly, rode a 
2 

horse well." it has been said that his tongue was "too 

large for his mouth, which ever made him speak full in 

the mouth, and made him drink very uncomely, as if eating 

his drink, which came out into the cup of each side of 

his mouth." Although his appearance and attitude con

tained an element of buffoonery, the historian J. P. 

Kenyon has said: "In fact, behind James's mask of driv

elling tomfoolery lurked a penetrating mind, and he pos

sessed to a high degree that sense of dignity of kingship 

for which his son and grandson were renowned." 

In 160 3 James did not consider himself new to the 

art of ruling. He had left Scotland with the reputation 

of being a firm and efficient ruler, and when he arrived 

in England he announced himself as "an old, experienced 
5 

king, needing no lessons." James indicated his attitude 

toward kingship in his scholarly work entitled The Trew 

Law of a Free Monarchy, which stated his justifications 

Maurice Ashley, England in the Seventeenth Cen
tury (Baltimore, 1952), p. 9. 

^J. P. Kenyon, The Stuarts (New York, 1958), p. 39. 
3 
Quoted by Kenyon, The Stuarts, pp. 39-40. 
4 
Ibid., p. 43. 
5 
Quoted by Kenyon, Ibid., p. 44. 
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for the divine right of kings.^ 

In the very beginning of his reign, James appeared 

to be different things to different people concerning the 

matter of religion. Both Puritans and Catholics felt sure 

that he would be more sympathetic to their respective 

causes than was Elizabeth. For their part, the Puritans 

assumed that since James had been raised in Presbyterian 

Scotland, he would rid England of its episcopacy. On the 

other hand. Catholics, who noted that James's mother had 

been Catholic, that he had been tolerant of Catholics in 

Scotland, and that he seemed friendly towards Spain, fully 

expected some sort of Catholic restoration. Instead, 

James seemed satisfied with the Elizabethan church, and 

made no changes. The result was that both Puritans and 

Catholics were unhappy and began to express their griev

ances . 

In 160 3, several hundred puritans presented James 

with what was called the "Millenary Petition" in which 

they requested a simpler ritual than had been decreed by 
7 

Elizabeth. In January, 1604, James presided at the 

C. H. Mcllwain (ed.), The Political Works of 
James Î  (New York, 19 65) , p. 53. 

7 
"The Millenary Petition was so called because it 

pretended to express the opinion of a thousand clergy of 
the Established Church." G. M. Trevelyan, England Under 
The Stuarts (New York, 1965), p. 73. 
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Hampton Court Conference, which was called to consider the 

Petition. The Conference is best remembered for the inci

dent where James at one point cried out: "If you aim at 

a Scottish Presbytery, it agreeth as well with a Monarchy, 

as God and the Devil."^ With this incident, the English 

Episcopacy was secured. 

In the meantime. Catholics, after their initial 

high hopes for James's reign, began to plot for his cap

ture or even against his life. The "By-Plot" of 1603 in-
9 

tended to capture James and thereby change English laws, 

but the more serious threat by far was the "Gunpowder Plot" 

of 1604-5. Conceived by a Catholic named Robert Catesby, 

this fantastic scheme involved not only the assassination 

of James, but the blowing up of both houses of Parliament 

with thirty-six barrels of gunpowder which had been hidden 

in the cellar of Parliament. An informer revealed this 

plot and a disaster was averted. As a result of this 

plot indignation against Catholics was aroused and Parlia

ment enacted penalties against Catholics. 

The question of religion, as well as that of fi

nance, became a cause of friction between the King and 

^Ibid., p. 74. 
g 
W. P. Hall, R. G. Albion, and J. B. Pope, A His-

tory o_f England and the Empire-Commonwealth (Dallas, 19 61), 
prTl4. 

Trevelyan, England Under The Stuarts, pp. 87-93. 
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parliament. There were four Parliaments during James's 

reign and during each of these the question of parliamen

tary privilege became important. James was used to the 

situation in Scotland where the nobility was powerful and 

the Parliament was relatively weak. Such was not the case 

in England. The limits of Parliamentary privilege had not 

been pressed during the reign of Elizabeth, but James's 

first Parliament spent much of its time occupied with that 

very thing. 

In the debate over the respective rights of the 

king and parliament, James sometimes personally lectured 

Parliament, asserting his theory of the divine right of 

kings. He told his first Parliament that the "State of 

Monarchie is the supremest thing vpon earth: For Kings 

are not onely Gods Lieutenants vpon earth and sit vpon 

God's throne, but euen by God himselfe they are called 

12 Gods." Parliament, in stating claim of its own rights 

said: "We hold it an ancient, general, and undoubted 

right of Parliament to debate freely all matters which 

properly concern the subject and his right or state; which 

freedom of debate being once foreclosed, the essence of 

13 the liberty of Parliament is withal dissolved." 

•̂ •̂ Ibid. , p. 98. 

^^C, H. Mcllwain (ed.), The Political Works of 
James 1_ (New York, 19 65), p. 307. 

Ibid. 
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James's relations with his Parliaments, after the 

first one was dismissed in 1611, remained rather stormy. 

For three years after 1611 James was able to rule without 

a Parliament, but finally, in 1614, the need for money 

forced him to call his second or, as it has been called, 

the "Addled Parliament." James dissolved this body after 

only two months when it did not grant him the money he 

wished. Then, for seven years, James ruled without Par

liament and its monetary grants by resorting to many kinds 

of revenue-making plans such as loans called "benevo

lences, " which were gifts of money from the people that 

14 were solicited by circuit judges. By 1621 James was 

forced to call a third Parliament. This Parliament was 

angry with James partially because in 1616 he had dismissed 

Chief Justice Edward Coke who was one of the leading advo

cates of the theory that that common law should be superior 

to the King's prerogative. In turn, this Parliament im

peached the King's Lord Chancellor, Sir Francis Bacon, for 

15 taking bribes. The next year, the King became enraged 

over the question of freedom of speech in Parliament, and 

dissolved it. 

James's last Parliament, called in 1624, proved 

14 
Ibid., p. 114. 

15 
Christopher Hill, The Century of Revolution, 

1603-1714 (New York, 1961), p. 11. 
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to be more friendly than the others. This Parliament, 

like the Parliament of 1621, sat during the Thirty Years' 

War. By 1624 both James and Parliament became interested 

in an expedition to attack Spain and thereby strike a blow 

for the Protestant side. The King died while this Parlia-

1 5a 
ment was sitting. 

In the struggle between the King and Parliament, 

the latter was aided indirectly by the fact that James 

tended to rely heavily on favorites. Sir Robert Cecil, 

who had been Elizabeth's chief councilor, had been retained 

by James, but he died in 1612 and the Privy Council was 

replaced in influence by favorites, first Robert Carr and 

then George Villiers. Carr became the Earl of Somerset 

•J c 

and Villiers was made the Duke of Buckingham. The re

sult of this was that the royal favorites gained influence 

while the Privy Councilors lost influence. The Councilors' 

decreasing influence generally resulted in their decreasing 

influence on legislation as they ceased to initiate leg

islation as previous Councilors had done. This paved the 

way for increased parliamentary control in this area. 

George L. Haskins, has said that by "the third decade of 

the seventeenth century, the commons were in charge of the 

15a 
F. C. Montague, The History of England from the 

Accession of James Î  to the Restoration 1603-1660 (London, 
1929) , p. 124. 

16 
Ashley, England in the Seventeenth Century, pp. 

49-50. 
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initiation, formulation, and passage of laws. They were 

the tail that wagged the dog.""'"'̂  

Throughout the reign of James, the Star Chamber 

met and functioned as it had for years. It heard many of 

the same types of cases heard in the days of Elizabeth 

and continued, from time to time, to issue decrees and 

enforce proclamations. For the most part, the Court re

mained very popular during James's reign. Although the 

Court sometimes inflicted unusual punishments, and though 

its procedure seemed at times to be cumbersome on the 

whole it was considered to be a good thing. The only 

forboding sign of what the future held for the Star Cham

ber was apparent on occasions when James used the Court 

to implement some of his unpopular schemes. It was, then, 

the personality and character of James himself that must 

bear the responsibility for much of the diminution of the 

image of the Star Chamber. 

James's influence was felt more personally in the 

Star Chamber because, unlike Elizabeth, he was fond of 

appearing in person in the Court "to display his elo-
1 o 

quence." On June 20, 1616, in a letter to Sir Thomas 

Roe, George Lord Carew said: "The King sat in person in 

17 
G. L. Haskins, The Growth of English Represent

ative Government (London, 1948), pp. 126-7. 
18 
Cora L. Scofield, A History of the Court of Star 

Chamber (Chicago, 1900), p. 58. 
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the Star Chamber on the 20th, and 'made a large speeche 

to the admiration of the hearers, speaking more like an 

19 
angel than a man.'" The King was apparently not satis-

ified with the limited number of people who could be 

present to hear him, so on June 22, 1616, there was the 

report that the "King's speech in the Star Chamber on the 

praemunire is to be printed to show the falseness of the 

20 report that he is ill affected to the lav; of England." 

The King's personal influence on the Court was also indi

cated on February 12, 1617, when Sir John Throgmorton, 

writing to Dudley Carleton, said: "The King goes to the 

Star Chamber, to settle the government during his absence 

in Scotland." 

The King continued to make appearances in the Star 

Chamber throughout his reign. On February 22, 1617, John 

Chamberlain, in a letter to Dudley Carleton, said that 

the "King made a speech in the Star Chamber about duels, 

wherein he bestowed many good words on the Spanish nation, 

22 

and galled the French." The King's self-esteem was 

evidenced by a remark Chamberlain made to Carleton on Feb

ruary 6, 1619, when he said: "The King made a speech in 

19 
State Papers Domestic for the Reign of James I_, 

v. 9, p. 425, hereafter cited SPD James. 

^^Ibid., p. 375. 

^•^Ibid. , p. 434. 

^^Ibid., p. 436. 
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the Court of Star Chamber, comparing himself to Solomon, 

2 "̂  

called to decide between two women." A week later Cham

berlain again mentioned the King's activity in the Star 

Chamber, when he again wrote to Carleton saying that the 

"King, in the Star Chamber, bade all secretaries beware 
24 

of trusting their wives with secrets of state." 

Besides the King making personal utterances in the 

Court, the Lord Chancellor delivered his customary charges 

to the assembled judges and justices of the peace at the 

end of the legal term. On February 13, 1605, the Lord 

Chancellor admonished those assembled not to forget their 
25 oath to God, and to their King and Country. On June 20, 

1605, when the Chancellor delivered his charges he warned 

that the justices of the peace were too lax in their pros-

r: . ̂  26 
ecution of papists. 

Toward the end of the reign of James there were 

several unusual proclamations concerning the Star Chamber. 

On November 17, 1618, there is record of a "Proclamation 

for better execution of the Statutes against the false-

making of broad cloths, appointing searchers to examine 

them, and threatening offenders with prosecution in the 

^^Ibid., V. 10, p. 11. 

^"^Ibid. , p. 14. 

2 5 
G. B. Harrison, A Jacobean Journal 1603-07 (New 

York, 1941), p. 186. 

^^Ibid., p. 209. 
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27 
Star Chamber." Then, on May 27, 1620, ther- v̂ as the 

curious proclamation against "those v;ho violat- the charter 

granted to the Tobacco-pipe makers, by manufactoring pipes 

when not of the society, and then violently resisting ap

prehension, or by countancing or purchasing f.coin such 

unlawful makers, shall be imprisoned and sued against in 

the Star Chamber."^^ 

As might be expected, the Star Chamber did concern 

itself with what was being printed and publisiied. In a 

proclamation against disorderly printing on Geptember 22, 

1622, violators were to suffer "censures as by our courts 

of Star Chamber and High Commission respective.! y shall be 

thought meet to be inflicted on them for such their of

fences. "^^ 

An interesting example of a proclamation was the 

one issued on October 15, 1613, which made dueling for 

30 

private revenge punishable by the Star Chamber. On De

cember 9, 1613, John Chamberlain mentioned another aspect 

of this proclamation when he said that "all persons who 

go abroad to fight duels are to be censured in the Star 

27 
SPD James, v. 9, p. 591. 

^^Ibid., V. 10, p. 148. 

29 
G. W. Prothero, Select Statutes and Constitution

al Documents 1558-1625 (Oxford, 1913), p. 394. 
30 
G. L. Morse, The Struggle for Sovereignty in 

England (East Lansing, 1950), p. 67. 
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31 

Chamber." It is known that this proclamation was en

forced for in November, 1617, Sir John Peyton in a letter 

to Dudley Carleton spoke of a "sentence in the Star Cham

ber on Mr. Hungerford, for challenging Sir Geo. Mar

shall. ""̂ ^ 

Besides enforcing proclamations, the Star Chamber 

was also involved in a variety of other activities during 

James's reign. The Court had a slight flurry of activity 

during the early part of the reign concerning the Star 

Chamber clerkship. On December 18, 1604, William Mill, a 

holdover from the previous reign, was clerk in the Star 

Chamber. Nevertheless, there is record that on that date 

a grant was made "to Sir Oliver Manners and Sir Thos. 

Savage, in reversion after Wm. Mill and Sir Eras. Bacon 

of the office of Clerk of the Council, in the Star Cham-

33 

ber. " In other words. Manners and Savage had the rever

sionary right to the clerkship after Mill and Bacon. In 

1608, both men came one step closer when Mill died and 

was replaced with Bacon. On July 19 of that year Lord 

Chancellor Ellesmere, in a letter to his son, explained: 

"On Saturday mornynge, about five of the clock, God toke 

out of this lyfe Mr. Mylle of the Starre Chamber, and 

'̂"'•SPD James, v. 9, p. 215. 

^^Ibid., p. 495. 

-̂̂ Ibid., V. 8, p. 176. 



69 

because Nature can not suffer vacuum. Sir Francis Bacon 

(after 19 years expectation) was sworne before me to that 

place before 2 in the afternoone. ""̂"̂  

The legal standing of women came under the con

sideration of the Star Chamber on several occasions. In 

1605, it was ruled in the Court that if a woman committed 

trespass, riot, or a related action, and a bill was brought 

35 against her, her husband v/as also held answerable. Later, 

in July, 1614, Chamberlain wrote to Carleton of a case 

argued "in the Star Chamber as to its jurisdiction, and 

whether the husband is to pay the wife's fine incurred 

there."^^ 

Some random examples of the business being con

ducted in the Court during the first half of James's reign 

include the following. On October 18, 160 5, the Earl of 

Northampton sent a note to Sir Thomas Lake that said he 

enclosed for the King "an account of the 'first fruits of 

that day's work at the Star Chamber,' which will be very 

37 

acceptable to him." On October 24, 1605, John Chamber

lain related to Dudley Carleton that a "goldsmith [was] 

fined in the Star Chamber, for arresting the Countess of 

'̂ '̂ J. P. Collier (ed.). The Egerton Papers XII 
(1840), Camden, o.s., p. 4 27. 

35 
Harrison, Jacobean Journal, 1603-07, p. 250. 

36 
SPD James, v. 9. p. 242. 

•̂ '̂ Ibid., V. 8, p. 236. 
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38 
Rutland for debt." In March of the next year, the "Lords 

Mordaunt, Stourton, and Montague. . .[were] to be called 

before the Star Chamber to account for their intended 

absence from Parliament."^^ A rather interesting offense 

the Star Chamber dealt with occurred on November 14, 1606, 

when there was a decree against "Rich. Glover and others, 

Pewterers of London, for endeavouring to frustrate a 

patent granted to Thos. Brigham and Humphrey Wemes for 

40 preemption of tin in Cornwall and Devon." 

In June, 1607, an entry in the journal of Sir 

Roger Willbraham indicated that the Star Chamber was being 

used in an attempt to sway the adverse public opinion of 

41 enclosers. Willbraham related that "directions were 

given to the learned counsel that the most notorious en-

closers in each county should be summoned this Christmas 

for Hillary Term before the Star Chamber: and justice and 

mercy shown to them, so that they should not despair, nor 

should the common people insult them or be incited to make 

Ibid., p. 237. 

^^Ibid., p. 295. 

Ibid., p. 335. 

Legally, enclosurers were persons involved in 
the act "of freeing land from rights of common, commonable 
rights, and generally all rights which obstruct cultiva
tion and the productive employment of labor on the soil." 
H. C. Black, Black's Law Dictionary (St. Paul, Minn., 
1965) , p. 905. 
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rebellion, whereof they are greatly suspected. . . . And 

it is hoped that this public example may sway the fury of 

42 the common people." 

Other activity of the Star Chamber included the 

charging of two men named Lauche and Holland on October 

16, 1607, with erecting buildings contrary to existing 

building regulations. John Chamberlain, in his letters 

to Dudley Carleton, kept the latter informed about Star 

Chamber activity. In a letter dated December 17, 1612, 

Chamberlain reported that "Sir Rich. Coxe, and five others, 

[were] fined in the Star Chamber for reporting a slander 

44 against the Lord Privy Seal." On February 17, 1614, 

Carleton learned of proceedings "in the Star Chamber on 

the case of Sir Stephen Proctor, accused of trying to 

involve two Yorkshire knights on suspicion about the Pow-

45 
der Plot, and of slandering the Lord Privy Seal." 

Attempts were made during James's rule to improve 

the Star Chamber both architecturally and organizationally. 

On June 2, 1617, Chamberlain related that Inigo Jones, 

architect, and Surveyor to the Crown from 1615 to 1642, 

^^H. S. Scott (ed.), The Journal of Roger 
Willbraham IV (1902), Camden, 3rd, p. 94. 

"̂̂ G. B. Harrison, A Jacobean Journal 1607-10 (Ann 
Arbor, 1958), p. 57. 

^^SPD James, v. 9, p. 102. 

^^Ibid., p. 224. 
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had "a design for a new Star Chamber, which the King would 

fain have built, if there were money, etc.""̂ ^ Another 

type of improvement for the Star Chamber was indicated in 

June, 16 20, when Sir Francis Bacon, by then the clerk of 

the Star Chamber, wrote to the Duke of Buckingham saying: 

"I sent him [the King] these papers of Rules for the Star-

Chamber; wherein his Majesty shall errect one of the no

blest and durablest pillars for the justice of this king-
. . . . 47 

dom in perpetuity that can be." Whatever Bacon's plan 

may have been, it was never put into effect. 

The King, as well as his representives in the 

Court, often received intreaties and requests relating to 

various suits in the Star Chamber. Typical was the re

quest in 1604 by Jane Danyell to the King which stated 

that her husband "was persecuted in the Star Chamber by 

great persons, and imprisoned for non-payment of his fine. 

He obtained his liberty at the general pardon on the 

King's accession, but no allowance for support, though 

others received pardon for debts, as well as freedom. 

Their lands are detained for the fine, although they would 

have paid it, if allowed to retain them. [She] Begs dis-
48 charge of the fine, and restoration of their estates." 

46 
Ibid., p. 473. 

47 
Bacon, Works, v. 14, pp. 95-6. 

48 
SPD James, v. 8, p. 185. 
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In July, 1617, the King received the petition of 

Edward Smith and William Parkinson, "for protection, being 

indicted in the Star Chamber for refusing to swear falsely, 

at the investigation of the Bp. of Lincoln. ""̂ ^ There is 

record of a petition in 1618 "Geo. Fortune, prisoner in 

the Fleet, to the Lord Chancellor Verulam and the rest of 

the Council." In his petition Fortune related that he 

"received corporal punishment, and has been imprisoned by 

the Court of Star Chamber. [He] Is sorry for his great 

offence, and prays for release, to keep his family from 

50 

starving." In response to a plea for a delay in pro

ceedings, the Court, on May 3, 1619, issued an order "re

fusing the application of the Earl of Suffolk for delay 

of his cause till Michaelmas term, on plea of time for 

examination of witnesses in Ireland, so many delays have 

already occurred; and commanding that all examinations on 

51 both sides be ready by the first day of next term." On 

February 2, 1622, Thomas Jenmon wrote to Lord Zorch en

treating him "to write to the Attorney General to expedite 

decision in a vexatious suit prosecuted against him in the 

52 
Star Chamber by Dr. Styward." 

49 
Ibid., V. 11, p. 551. 

50 
Ibid., V. 9, p. 606. 

51 
Ibid., V. 10, p. 43. 

52 
Ibid., p. 341. 
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James's interest in the Court and its business was 

reflected in his note to the Earl of Cumberland dated July 

30, 1623. Speaking of several matters, the King requested 

of Cumberland "punishment of the riots committed by Sir 

Ralph Grey's men, it rescuing John Hoye, a notorious thief, 

who flying into England, was lawfully apprehended by order 

of the Duke of Buccleugh." In addition, the King sug

gested that "Lord Clifford, whose industry is commended, 

is to report such Commissioners as are negligent in duty, 

that they may be prosecuted in the Star Chamber."^^ 

In October, 1624, Sir John Coke, in a letter to 

Secretary Conway, explained a situation that had developed 

in the Star Chamber that he thought unfair, and conse

quently he asked for help. According to Coke, the situa

tion arose because "Sir Thos. and Lady Burton persecute 

young Thorold, who married the lady's daughter without her 

consent, by suing him in divers courts, hoping to gain the 

portion left to the young lady by her father; they have 

failed hitherto, and now attack him in the Star Chamber, 

for prevention of which he has obtained a pardon, but Sir 

Thos. Burton has gone to court to get it stayed. [Coke] 

54 Requests his [Conway's] influence therein." The cause 

of action in this case is an excellent example of the 

53 
Ibid., V. 11, p. 38. 

^"^Ibid. , p. 351. 
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personal, and sometimes petty, quarrels on which the Star 

Chamber was forced to spend so much of its time. Bills 

were often filed in the Court, by persons such as Sir 

Thomas and Lady Burton, to harass and intimidate the other 

party whether or not there was any actual intent to follow 

through on the case. 

On the other hand, however, the Court was some

times used by those who had the best of intentions and 

felt the Star Chamber was a good place for justice to be 

obtained. An example of this was on March 3, 1625, when 

Archbishop George Abbot wrote to Sir John Coke, saying 

that he "recommends that Sir Sigismund Ziuzan and Sir John 

Shelley should try their cause in the Star Chamber, since 

what one affirms the other denies, and without swearing 

55 of witnesses, the truth cannot be found." 

There were three specific cases during the reign 

of James that give three distinct pictures of the Court. 

The first involved a case against the Earl of Oxford, the 

second a cause against Sir Henry Yelverton, and the third 

was an action against 160 Dutchmen. In the first case, 

the Earl of Oxford had angered the King. The records in

dicate that on May 2, 1623, the "Attorney General wants to 

know whether the King desires a bill to be preferred in 

^^Ibid., p. 490. 
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the Star Chamber against the Earl of Oxford."^^ A bill 

was prepared and in January of the next year Oxford wrote 

to the Duke of Buckingham requesting him "to procure war

rants from the King that the Bill against him in the Star 

Chamber be taken off the file, and his papers in Sec. 

Calvert's hands restored; [he] cannot think himself freed 

from the storm that struck him, till this be done."^^ The 

outcome of the case was indicated in a note from Secre

tary Conway to Secretary of State George Calvert on Feb

ruary 3, 1624. It stated that the "King, having satis

fied his justice by accepting the written submission of 

the Earl of Oxford, wishes no records to remain of his 

errors, freely acknowledged and forgiven, and therefore 

ordered the withdrawal of the Star Chamber bill, and com

mands the return to the Earl of all his examinations, and 

of the papers taken from him before or since his commit-
c p 

ment." Here the Court acted rather generously in re

moving all evidence of the case from the records, indi

cating that all that had been wanted by the King was sub

mission by the Earl. 

Another example of a Star Chamber case involved 

Sir Henry Yelverton. The circumstances surrounding the 

Ibid., V. 10, p. 575. 

^^Ibid., V. 11, p. 157. 

^^Ibid., p. 158. 
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case were given in a record dated November 15, 1620, that 

stated the following: "Sir Henry Yelverton's cause occu

pied three days in the Star Chamber. His accusation was, 

inserting certain clauses, corruptly and without warrant, 

into the new charter for the City of London. He pleaded 

guilty to the clauses, but said it was an error of judg

ment, and submitted to the King's Mercy, to whom he de

sired to be commended. His Majesty being dissatisfied 

with this course, the case was renewed. The King's coun

sel spent a day in aggravating the charges, and on Nov. 

10, the Attorney's counsel replied, still pleading error 

59 
of judgment, but denying corruption or wilful errors." 

The case was concluded, apparently to the satisfaction of 

Yelverton, for on May 1, 1621, he made a speech in the 

House of Lords where he "acknowledged the justice of his 

Star Chamber sentence." What is unknown is whether his 

acknowledgment of justice was given freely or not. 

A final Star ChamJDer case worth mentioning con

cerned a bill against a group of Dutchmen who had been 

sending gold out of England. On December 2, 1618, Sir 

William Smithe wrote to Dudley Carleton saying that there 

had been an "information in the Star Chamber against 16 0 

Dutchmen for exporting 7 millions of gold, and a Re exeat 

^^Ibid. , V. 10, p. 192. 

Ibid. , p. 252. 
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rê anum granted, lest they should escape. "^^ On June 

20, 1619, Sir Gerard Herbert wrote to Carleton saying: 

"The Star Chamber was full of people to hear the decision 

on the Dutch cause, when the Chancellor, after praising 

the King's justice to strangers as well as his own sub

jects, said it was deferred till next term."^^ Eventually 

the Dutchmen were fined for their offense, but even then 

there was still at least one bit of unfinished business 

in the case as was evidenced by a petition recorded in 

1620. The petitioner, John Lescaleitt, asked the Council 

"for compensation for his loss of time, as a witness in 

the Star Chamber, on behalf of the King, against the 160 

64 merchant strangers." Whether the petition was granted 

is unknown, but one might suspect a petition of this na

ture to be denied, for serving as a witness for the King 

must have surely been considered an obligation. 

There is more than ample evidence that the Jacobean 

Star Chamber tended to be lenient in the mitigation of its 

sentences, particularly in regard to the fines it imposed. 

All through James's reign, the Court most generously mit

igated fines, which is remarkable in that it would mean 

This was a writ which was issued to prevent a 
person from leaving the country. Black's Law Dictionary, 
p. 1180. 

^^SPD James, v. 9, p. 599. 

•̂̂ Ibid. , V. 10, p. 54. 

^^Ibid., p. 207. 
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less money for the King who was in constant need of it. 

Examples of Star Chamber leniency include the grant "to 

Sir Wm. Kingswell of pardon for misdemeanours and rciais-

sion of a fine of 50 01_. , imposed by the Star Chamber, "^^ 

which was allowed on March 14, 1604. On December 21, 1607, 

there was also a grant "to Thos. Bland, of pardon of all 

corporal punishments imposed on him in the Star Chamber 

ft ft 
for perjury, etc." In July of the next year there is 

a record of a "release to Rich. Glover of 1501̂ . , part of 

a Star Chamber fine of 5001̂ . , on payment of the remain-

^ "67 der. " 

Leniency continued to be customary later in James's 

reign. An example of the mitigation of a Star Chamber 

sentence that was an intentional act of the King is illus

trated by the following account recorded on March 20, 1617: 

"Warrant to discharge Thos. Billingham and Brice Christ

mas, convicted before the King in the Star Chamber of 

duelling, from their fines of 1,0001^. and their imprison

ment. His Majesty wishing to signalize his entry into 

ft 8 
his Court of Judicature by an act of mercy." 

^^Ibid., V. 8, p. 87. 

^^Ibid., p. 389. 

Ibid., p. 447. 

^^Ibid., V. 9, p. 450. 
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A convincing example of the leniency of the Court was an 

event which took place in November, 1618, when a man named 

Richard Powell who, along with his family, received a 

grant of "remission of imprisonment, and of fines, amount

ing to 215]^., imposed on them in the Star Chamber, for a 

69 n o t SIX years before, they being too poor to pay them." 

Powell may have been fortunate in receiving his 

grant when he did, for in the next month there is a rec

ord of a change in the policy of the Court. Sir Thomas 

Wynn, writing to Dudley Carleton, related on December 9, 

1618, that "great care" had been undertaken to "get money 

for the King." The use of the Star Chamber was one way 

in which money could be raised, and so "all Star Chamber 

fines in the late Queen's time [were] called in, in spite 

70 of the general pardon." This was the period of time 

just before James was forced to call his third parliament 

because he was in great need of money. 

Even though the Court was used to raise money, 

there were still other examples, after 1618, where the 

Star Chamber reduced punishments. On November 28, 1621, 

there was a grant "to Rowland Ridgley of pardon of a Star 

Chamber fine of 200 marks, for misdemeanors in Agarsley 

^^Ibid., p. 592. 

^^Ibid., pp. 600-1 
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Park, Needwood Forest, co. Staf ford. ""̂ ^ An additional 

example was on July 6, 1622, when there was a grant "to 

Thos. Large, of Hollington, co. Sussex, and his brother, 

John Large, of a Star Chamber fine of 401., imposed on t 

former in consideration of their surrender of a Privy Seal 

of 30]^. lent by their late father, John Large, Parson of 

West Dean, to Queen Elizabeth."^^ 

In spite of the numerous examples of leniency 

which the Star Chamber demonstrated, it always had the 

capability of being harsh and cruel. Just as there v;ere 

many examples of the Star Chamber being generous during 

the time of James, there were also many examples of its 

severity. On April 19, 1605, a man named Stokes encroach

ed on his employer's right of purveyance and cut some of 

the King's timber. For this offense, the Star Chamber 

sentenced him to a fine, to stand in the pillory, to be 

73 

whipped, and to be imprisoned for three years. On Octo

ber 16, of the same year a defendant was sentenced to the 

unusual punishment of riding through the town with his 

face toward the horse's tail. One dissenting judge felt 

the punishment would have been more appropriate if the 

guilty party had been made to ride backward on as ass, for 

"̂""Ibid. , V. 10, p. 314. 

^^Ibid., p. 420. 

73 
Harrison, Jacobean Journal 1603-07, p. 197. 
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that would have caused more wonderment among the boys who 

gathered to watch, and that the slower pace of the ass 

would prolong the punishment. "̂^ 

That the Star Chamber was coming to be reputed as 

a court of severe punishments was reflected in a statement 

from the Bishop of London to Sir Robert Cecil on March 14, 

1606. In regard to a case he knew of, the Bishop said 

that the two defendants ought to be "brought into the Star 

Chamber, there to receive severer punishment, and more 

exemplary to the terror of such lewd abuses of author-

75 ity." The Bishop of London's conviction that the Star 

Chamber might be a place to mete out "severer punishment" 

was borne out by another case which involved a minister 

in Kent named Pemly. Pemly was brought into the Star 

Chamber because he posted a libel against the Bishops and 

the government of the Church on the post of an inn gate 

in a market town in Kent. For his punishment he received 

twenty-five jerks, he was forced to stand in the pillory, 

he had one of his ears cut off, he received twenty-five 

7 ft 
more jerks, and was then fined i 2000. 

By 1610, the sentences in the Star Chamber were 

evidently of some concern in the House of Commons, for on 

74 
Ibid., p. 236. 

^^MSS Salisbury, HMC, v. 19, p. 66. 

7 6 
Harrison, Jacobean Journal 1607-10, p. 63. 
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79 
in Westminster." Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, in 

his History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England, 

related the event with some additional facts when he said: 

"He [Oliver St. John] had been questioned, committed, and 

brought unto the Star Chamber, many years before, with 

other persons of great name and reputation for communi

cating some papers among themselves, which some men at 

that time thought to have extended to a design of sedi

tion. . .they were all shortly after discharged, but he 

8 0 
never forgave the Court." 

The examples given above sufficiently illustrate 

that the Star Chamber was both a court of forgiveness as 

well as of harshness. In regard to the latter, by the 

final years of James's reign, the use, or misuse, of power 

by the Court had caused some apprehension. For example, 

in July, 1620, John Chamberlain indicated his concern when 

he said that "indeed the world is now much terrified with 

the Star-chamber, there being not so little an offence 

against any proclamation but is liable and subject to the 

censure of that court."^ On the other hand, about the 

^^J. Maclean (ed.), Letters from George Lord Carew 
LVI (1860), Camden o.s., p. 11. 

^^Edward Hyde, Selections from Clarendon (London, 

1953) , pp. 170-1. 

81 N. E. McClure (ed.). The Letters of John Cham-
berlain (Philadelphia, 1939), p. 310. 
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same time another opinion was expressed by the Lord Chan

cellor when, in 1621, he said to the Earl of Northampton, 

regarding the privilege of the use of the Court, that the 

"Starr Chamber ought not to forerunne or preoccupate by 

dealinge in the collaterall pointe, while the principall 

is undiscussed, but yf the plea be judged and determyned, 

then it is the birthright of the subject. . .that he may 

complayne in the high courte of Starr Chamber for the 

grief he susteyned by perjury or abuse of justice in 

8 2 those other courtes." 

During the reign of James the Star Chamber was a 

court that was considered neither all good nor all bad. 

The Jacobean Star Chamber was perhaps a transitionary 

court. It retained many of the desirable, viable qual

ities of the Elizabethan Star Chamber, while it, on occa

sion, demonstrated some of the opposite qualities that 

would become more prevalent during the reign of Charles. 

G. M. Gwatkin, one historian of seventeenth century Eng

land, has said that James had "a genious for getting 

into difficulties, but was not without a certain shrewd

ness in stopping just short of catastrophe. If he steered 

the ship straight for the rocks, he left his son to wreck 

^^MSS Rye and Hereford, HMC, p. 250. 
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8 3 
it." The analogy of the ship held true for the Star 

Chamber, for the Court was sometimes headed for trouble 

in the reign of James, but the Court did not crash among 

the rocks and perish until the reign of Charles. 

8 3 
G. M. Gwatkin, Church and State to the Death 

of Queen Anne, p. 283, cited by J. R. Tanner, English 
Constitutional Conflicts of the Seventeenth Century 
(Cambridge, 1961), p. 51. 



CHAPTER IV 

CHARLES I AND THE DOWNFALL OF 

THE COURT OF STAR CHAMBER 1625-1641 

Charles I ascended the throne of England at the 

death of his father in 1625. Like his father, he suffered 

from the problem of internal dissent in his kingdom. Per

haps the reason for much of the dissent was that Charles 

was inept in dealing with a Parliament that refused to 

allow him what he considered to be his traditional royal 

prerogatives. When opposition to his prerogatives grew, 

he was forced to use coercive measures to maintain the. 

The Court of Star Chamber was one agency of the King's 

coercion; thus, in 1641, when Parliament had had enough 

of Charles's prerogative, they abolished certain of the 

coercive agencies including the Star Chamber. 

Charles came to the throne at the age to twenty-

five. He was more dignified and appealing than his 

father, but he held to his father's exalted notions of 

kingship. Charles was filled with romantic ideals, but 

lacked the character and personality to uphold them. 

Charles's romanticism was fed by his favorite, the Duke 

of Buckingham, who was a holdover from the previous reign. 

J. P. Kenyon, a historian who has studied Charles's per

sonality in some detail, has said of him that "left to his 

87 
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own introspective musing, left to make friends and enemies 

naturally, Charles might possibly have come to terms with 

politics, and men in politics; it was the duke who forced 

him to assume a romantic bravura and 'dash' that were 

really foreign to his nature." Kenyon interprets Charles 

as being very artificial in his character: "All his adult 

life he was acting a part; he was a nervous man afraid of 

seeming nervous, the shy man afraid of seeming shy."^ In 

addition to his artificiality, Charles, as a result of his 

notion of kingship, did not feel honor-bound to conduct 

himself by the code that he might expect of a private 

gentleman. The result was that the "continual application 

of this double standard, especially when dealing with 

opponents, made it impossible to trust him except where 
3 

self-interest ensured his fidelity." 

Although Charles did not ever elaborately outline 

his conception of kingship, as his father had done in 

print, he did, from time to time, indicate his feelings in 

what he said. Once, in June, 162 8, Charles said: "I must 

4 
avow that I owe the account of my actions to God alone." 

J. P. Kenyon, The Stuarts (New York, 1958), 
p. 74. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid., p. 77. 

4 
Quoted by Godfrey Davies, The Early Stuarts 1603-

1660 (Oxford, 1959), p. 33. 
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On another occasion, while defending his action of dis

solving the first two of his parliaments, he said that the 

king "is not bound to give an account to any but to God 

only, whose immediate lieutenant and viceregent he is in 

these his realms and dominions by the divine providence 

committed to his charge and providence." And so, says 

Kenyon, "his high concept of the nature of kingship set 

him apart even from his closest advisors; after Bucking-

ham's death he had no friends, only servants." Kenyon 

further states that to those "outside a small inner circle 

he remained something of a mystery, and even those who 

knew him best could never respect him; William Laud's 

crushing verdict was 'a mild and gracious prince who knew 
7 

not how to be, or be made, great.'" 

Prompted by Buckingham, Charles, immediately after 

his accession, became involved in several foreign military 

adventures. Charles approached his first Parliament in 

1625 for a grant of money to conduct a campaign against 

Spain, and when the House of Commons refused to grant it, 

Charles went ahead with his plans anyway. The expedition. 

John Rushworth, Historical Collections (London, 
1721), I, p. 410. 

Kenyon, The Stuarts, p. 83. 
7 
Quoted by Kenyon, The Stuarts, p. 83. William 

Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury, was one of Charles's most 
influential ministers. 
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poorly organized and equipped, returned to England after 

a ludicrous attempt to capture Cadiz.^ In addition, expe

ditions were sent to France to relieve the Huguenots. 

Buckingham led one expedition in June, 1627, that landed 

on the isle of Rhe, near La Rochelle, but was repulsed 

with the loss of about half of his men.^ By 1630, England 

had most wisely made peace with France and Spain and 

become occupied v/ith internal problems. 

Charles's foreign endeavors had cost vast sums of 

money, which were supposed to come by grant from Parlia

ment. Charles felt that foreign policy was not the busi

ness of Parliament; therefore, he made no attempt to 

justify his requests for funds. Parliament, in turn, 

became upset by Charles's high-handedness and began to 

voice grievances against him which would have the effect 

of expanding their own powers. In Charles's reign parlia

mentary names of note were John Eliot, Thomas Wentworth, 

and John Pym. The political history of Charles's reign 

includes five parliaments and one period of extended 

personal rule. 

Beginning with Charles's first Parliament, that 

body continued to frustrate the King's plans. The first 

8 
F. C. Montague, The History of England from the 

Accession of James I_. toi the Restoration (London, 1929) , 
p. 136. 

^Ibid., pp. 144-5. 
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body, which met in 1625, was concerned over the Duke of 

Buckingham and his influence over the King. In addition, 

it was distraught over Charles's marriage, soon after he 

came to the throne, to Henrietta Maria, the Catholic 

sister of Louis XIII of France. As a result of its 

displeasure. Parliament balked at Charles's financial re

quests. Of the sum he asked for to pursue the war against 

Spain, he received only about one seventh. In addition, 

the Parliament granted Charles the customs duties of ton

nage and poundage for only one year, instead of for life 

12 as was customary. 

The King's second Parliament, called in 1626, 

proved to be about as unmanageable as the first. It re

fused to approve the money which Charles wanted to conduct 

war, and in addition it began impeachment proceedings 

13 against the Duke of Buckingham. Charles was forced to 

dissolve this Parliament to save Buckingham even though 

he had received no money. To finance his government he 

demanded forced loans, such as the L100,000 that was de-

14 manded of the city of London. Consequently, opposition 

•'•̂ Ibid., pp. 131-2. 

•̂ "̂ Davies, The Early Stuarts, p. 61. 

•'•̂ Christopher Hill, The Century of Revolution 
1603-1714 (New York, 1961), p. 49. 

"'•̂ Montague, The History of England, pp. 139-40. 

•'•̂ Ibid., p. 142. 
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was aroused, and those who refused to pay were sent to 

15 prison or impressed as soldiers. 

A continuing need for money caused Charles to call 

a third Parliament in 1628. This time parliamentary lead

ers such as Eliot, Pym, and Wentworth were adamant that no 

money should be granted to the King until he had remedied 

some of their grievances. A Petition of Right was drawn 

up which required the King to respect ancient liberties. 

Specifically the Petition confirmed that there should be 

no imprisonment without just cause being shown, no military 

law imposed on the people in time of peace, no forced 

loans, and no billeting of soldiers in private homes with

out the consent of the owners. The King's answer to the 

Petition was: "Soit droit fait come est desire," or "Let 

right be done as desired." But the King's real feeling 

was expressed several weeks later when he said: "But you, 

my lords the judges. . ., to you only under me belongs the 

interpretation of the laws; for none of the house of com

mons, joint or separate, what new doctrine soever may be 

raised, have any power either to make or declare a law 

•'•̂ Ibid., p. 143. 

Statutes of the Realm, V, 23f., cited by Carl 
Stephenson and F. G. Marcham, Sources of English Consti-
tutional History (New York, 1937), pp. 450-52. 
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17 
without my consent." Charles then prorogued this first 

session of Parliament to prevent another attempt to remove 

18 
Buckingham from office. Charles's protection was not 

able to prevent Buckingham's assassination by a naval 

lieutenant named John Felton. 

The second session of the third Parliament met in 

1629 and became embroiled in religious grievances. Commons 

began to attack the policies of the Anglican Church. 

Charles was in accord with the Church and when he ordered 

the session to be dissolved, the speaker of the House of 

Commons was forced to remain in his chair while three reso

lutions were passed. They stated that "whoever should 

introduce any innovation in religion to bring in either 

popery or Arminianism should be accounted a capital enemy 

of the king and the kingdom; that whoever should advise 

the levying of tonnage and poundage without parliamentary 

sanction should incur like denunciation; and that whoever 

should pay tonnage and poundage, under those conditions, 

should be held a betrayer of the liberty of the subject and 

Journals of the Lords, III, 835-79, cited by 
Stephenson and Marcham, Sources of English Constitutional 
History, pp. 453-4. 

18 
Montague, The History of England, p. 154. 

19 
Davies, The Early Stuarts, p. 43. 
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a capital enemy of the king and kingdom." 

From 1629 to 16 40, or for the next eleven years, 

Charles ruled without calling a Parliament. The one press

ing problem during this period was running the country 

without monetary grants from the House of Commons. Charles 

accomplished the task of raising revenue by inventing new 

monopolies to sell, by selling patents, by levying fines 

on those who violated certain ancient laws, and by forcing 

landowners with an income of over L40 annually to be 

knighted. A large fee was charged for being knighted and 

21 a large fine was charged to those who refused. 

The most disliked means of raising revenue, how

ever, was ship money. From early times coast-towns were 

obligated to provide ships for the Navy, and in later 

times, monetary levies were imposed instead. In Charles's 

reign the practice of calling for ship money levies was ex

tended to inland cities and counties as well as the coast. 

To many, this was only a thinly disguised method of taxa-

22 

tion. This and the other revenue-raising schemes were 

only one reason why the years from 1629 to 1640 were called 

the "eleven years tyranny." 

Wallace Notestein and F. H. Relf (eds.). Com
mon's Debates for 1629 (1921), p. 267, cited by Davies, 
The Early Stuarts, pp. 44-5. 

21 
Ibid., pp. 82-3. 

22 
Ibid., pp. 84-5. 
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During the eleven years between parliaments, 

Charles relied mainly on two chief advisors, Thomas Went

worth, who later became the Earl of Strafford, and William 

Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury. Thomas Wentworth had pre

viously been a parliamentary leader, but came over to the 

side of the King after the passage of the Petition of 

Right because he feared parliamentary extremism. In 1629, 

Wentworth expressed his new royalist leanings when he said 

that the "authority of a king is the keystone which closeth 

up the arch of order and government, which containeth each 

23 part in due relation to the whole." William Laud, the 

other chief advisor became Archbishop of Canterbury in 16 33 

and thereafter won Charles's support for religious uni

formity in the High Church worship ceremony. Laud had at 

his disposal the prerogative courts of Star Chamber and 

High Commission, which he used unabashedly against Puritan 

critics. 

Finally, in 1640, due to troubles in Scotland, 

Charles was in such desperate need for money that he was 

forced to call a parliament. The Short Parliament of 

April, 1640, lasted only a few weeks, because it would not 

vote funds for Charles. A Scottish invasion forced Charles 

to call another Parliament in November, 1640, which sat 

throughout the rest of his reign and was to be named the 

23 
Quoted by Kenyon, The Stuarts, pp 80-3. 
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Long Parliament. One of the first acts of the Long Parlia

ment was to abolish the Court of Star Chamber; its actions 

thereafter are of no immediate concern to this study. 

Even though the Star Chamber was abolished in the 

reign of Charles for its supposed tyranny, most of its 

time was spent in the kind of business it had been accus

tomed to for seventy years. Although during the reign of 

Charles there were some highly unpopular decisions handed 

down which severely hurt the image of the Court, the great 

majority of its decisions were no different and no more 

notorious than decisions made in previous reigns. With 

the exception of the few notorious cases ruled upon by the 

Court in the 16 30's, a historian examining the records of 

the Court can make little distinction between his impres

sion of the Caroline Court of Star Chamber and that of the 

two previous reigns. 

A few random examples can best illustrate the nor

mality of the Star Chamber's activity throughout most of 

Charles's reign. In 1625, the Council received a petition 

from a Mr. Henry Parker "praying that he may be appointed 

collector of the King's fines in the Star Chamber, as he is 

of the fines in the Court of the Marches of Wales and the 

High Commission." On March 15 of the next year, Sir 

Robert Heath, the Attorney General, sent a note to the 

State Papers Domestic for the Reign of Charles I_, 
III, p. 198, hereafter cited SPD Charles. 
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Council saying that the "information given by Mr. Ogle 

against Mr. Roger Widdrington, should be investigated in 

the Court of Star Chamber, and in the meantime, as a 

recusant convict. Sir Roger should be confined within 

some convenient place in these southern parts."^^ 

The records indicate that the Star Chamber was 

involved in the Buckingham impeachment proceedings in 1626 

On June 19, 1626, Sir Benjamin Rudyerd, in a letter to Sir 

Francis Nethersole, related that he had heard a speech 

stating that the Duke of Buckingham was to be tried in the 

2fi 

Star Chamber. In July of that same year, Rudyerd's com

ment was borne out, for the records indicate: "Informa

tion exhibited in the Court of Star Chamber by Sir Robert 

Heath, his Majesty's Attorney General, against George, 

Duke of Buckingham. It is an echo of the charges against 

27 the Duke contained in his impeachment." 

In the reign of Charles the Star Chamber remained 

a court capable of mercy. On May 27, 1628, there is 

record of a pardon "to Sir Henry Fiennes and Nicholas 

Roper, of offences contained in a decree of the Star Cham

ber made against them, with remission of all punishments, 

excepting the fines of 2,0001̂ . and 1001̂ . imposed upon 

^^Ibid., pp. 283-4. 

Ibid., p. 357. 

'̂̂ Ibid. , p. 391. 
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them." On July 3 of that year there was a pardon "to 

William Sandes, Thomas Musgrave, John Christmas, and the 

heirs of Christopher Blunt, of the fines of 500^. each, 

imposed in the Star Chamber for a petty riot committed on 

John Mogridge in the reign of the late King, and by him 

29 
intended to be pardoned." The Star Chamber's humaneness 

was amply expressed on that same day, for there is another 

record of a grant "to mitigate the sentence passed in the 

Star Chamber on John Raby, a poor barber, fined for draw

ing his sword in defence of his master 10 or 12 years 

..30 
ago." 

As in the reigns of Elizabeth and James, various 

members of the Star Chamber continued to be petitioned by 

suitors, or past litigants, for favors in their causes. 

For example, in March, 16 30, the records indicate there 

was a petition "of John Woolridge, prisoner in the Fleet, 

to the Lord Keeper and the rest of the Council. Petitioner 

on the 14th February last was sentenced in the Star Cham

ber, at the suit of the Attorney General, to pay a fine of 

2001_. to the King, and to stand committed to the Fleet. 

He acknowledges his sentence to be most honorable, but 

^^Ibid., p. 129 

^^Ibid., p. 191. 

Ibid. 
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prays them to commiserate his distress and mitigate his 

31 
fine." In October, 1635, Sir John Carbet appealed to 

the King for justice in what he hoped to be a most poignant 

entreaty: "Petitioner having remained a prisoner since 

10th June last in the Fleet, and as information being ex

hibited against him in the Star Chamber by the Attorney 

General, he has answered thereto and been examined upon 

interrogatories, and denied the offence upon oath. Has 

now remained four months a prisoner to the great afflic

tion of his lady and his sixteen children, the eldest not 

32 above 16 years of age." One final example of an appeal, 

also addressed to the King, came in May, 1636, and it too 

was based on an unusual reason for seeking favor. A peti

tioner named Sir David Foulis made the claim that he "by 

decree of the court of Star Chamber was to be imprisoned 

during his Majesty's pleasure. He remained two and a half 

years in the Fleet, and has performed all submissions en

joined him by that court. In regard it will be dangerous 

33 to live in the Fleet if the Sickness should increase, 

prays leave to retire into the country or such security as 

the Lord Keeper shall approve for his coming back when 

•̂ •'"Ibid., IV, p. 224. 

•^^Ibid., VIII, p. 455. 

33 
In 1636 there was a slight outbreak of the 

bubonic plague. G. M. Trevelyan, England Under the 
Stuarts (New York, 1965), p. 344. 
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called upon." One final note concerning petitions and 

entreaties was that it was often of some importance who 

made the request. It certainly could have done no harm 

to have a person of note make an appeal for another. Such 

was the case on December 4, 1627, when Secretary Edward 

Conway appealed to the Lord Keeper Thomas Coventry saying: 

"Mr. Cave, Lord Conway's kinsman, having been sentenced in 

the Star Chamber is a cause betwixt him and one Blewelt, 

the Lord Keeper is appealed to, to moderate the costs of 
•4. ,.35 suit. 

As was implied above, at the end of the study of 

the Jacobean Star Chamber, Charles's personal policies and 

subsequent use of the Court was, to a large degree, respon

sible for the parliamentary discontent with the Star 

Chamber, and hence, its abolition. The King's exalted 

notions of his office did much to aggravate the situation. 

He felt quite justified in dragging into his personal 

court anyone who crossed him or opposed his policies. 

Much of Charles's arbitrariness occurred after his attempts 

at foreign conquest in the early part of his reign. After 

these adventures had proved too costly, and he was unable 

to secure sufficient funds he was forced to turn his atten

tion to the domestic situation. 

34 
SPD Charles, IX, p. 464. 

^^Ibid., II, p. 457. 
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The following examples illustrate Charles's 

varying uses for the Star Chamber. On June 30, 1628, Sir 

Francis Nethersole wrote to Charles's sister Elizabeth, 

queen of Bohemia, saying: "Mr. Long. . .is sued in the 

Star Chamber for being absent from his country in Parlia-

36 
ment whilst sheriff." " On October 8, 1629, Secretary 

Dorchester wrote to the King's Attorney General, Sir 

Robert Heath, saying that the "King has commanded the 

Sec. to let the Attorney General know his pleasure touch

ing the Star Chamber cause for censuring the Jury which 

acquitted Sir William Withypoll. It should be one of the 

first handled next term, and therein the Attorney is to 

take special care that no time be lost, because his Majesty 

esteems it a matter of ill example that so foul a crime 

37 

should be suffered to pass so lightly." This was obvi

ously a situation where a jury had let an enemy of the 

King off too easily, and the King, therefore, was attack

ing the acquitting jury in the Star Chamber. 

Other examples of the King's use of the Court that 

might potentially arouse opposition to it include the fol

lowing examples. On June 29, 1627, the Earl of Manchester 

wrote to the King saying that "the songs of the fiddlers 

of Staines and Windsor are so lewd that they [the Council] 

•^^Ibid., Ill, p. 183. 

^^Ibid., IV, p. 74. 
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think them fit to be punished in the Star Chamber as 

38 
libellers." A most unusual function of the Court was 

to enforce a restraint on commoners from having vehicles 

with more than two wheels, supposedly to protect the high

ways from excessive wear. On March 9, 16 30, it was pro

claimed by the Council that such "extraordinary carriages 

as of late have been used have been held by the Judges to 

be general nuisances, wherefore the Attorney General is to 

prosecute them in a legal course in the Court of Star Cham-

39 ber." Besides enforcing such unusual royal policies, it 

is of no surprise that the Court should prosecute those 

who slandered the King. In February, 16 36, the Court 

brought an action against Sir Nicholas Stodderd for saying 

that "the kingdom of England never prospered since a Scot 

governed, and that the basest Englishman, even a hangman, 

40 
was better than the best Scottishman." 

In the last decade of the existence of the Star 

Chamber, much of its time was spent in either enacting or 

enforcing proclamations. In fact, H. E. I. Phillips, in 

his study of the last years of the Court, has gone so far 

as to say that the "period under consideration [1630-41] 

is remarkable for the fact that during its course the 

country was virtually governed by Proclamations and Orders 

Ibid., II, p. 233. 

"^^Ibid., IV, pp. 208-9. 

40 
Ibid., IX, p. 260. 
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in Council." This is not so surprising in that the 

years 1630-41 coincide almost exactly with the years of 

Charles's personal rule. Nevertheless, the situation 

provided ample opportunity for the King to make use of 

the Court in one way or another. 

One proclamation concerned the dyeing of silk. 

According to the proclamation, issued by Charles's govern

ment prior to 16 30, "no dyer was to use any 'slipp, alder-

bark, filings of iron, or other corrupt or deceitful mat

ter, ' whereby the weight of the silk might be increased, 

under pain of punishment by the laws, the Star Chamber, or 

42 the King's prerogative royal." The enforcement of this 

proclamation involved several Star Chamber cases in the 

16 30's. In 16 34, the records indicate that there were 

"depending in the Star Chamber informations against many 

silkmen and silk dyers for corrupt boiling and dyeing of 

43 silks." In the next year, a case was brought against 

the Company of Silkmen and John Milward, who was their 

governor. The Attorney General '̂ t̂ated that the defendants 

"were charged with combining to cause great quantities of 

silk to be corruptly dyed and sold, and with giving notice 

H. E. I. Phillips, "The Last Years of the Court 
of Star Chamber 16 30-41," Transactions of the Royal Histor
ical Society, 4th, XXI (1939), p. 117. 

^^SPD Charles, VII, p. 357. 

^^Ibid., p. 380. 
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to such as had silks corruptly dyed of the times of their 

searches, to hinder finding and seizing of the same." 

Important in the history of the Star Chamber was 

its enforcement of a proclamation concerning printing that 

was issued in July, 1637. The effect of this proclamation 

was that no book or pamphlet was to be printed unless it 

was licensed, that no foreign book could be sold until it 

was approved by a representative of the Church, and that 

if any unauthorized printer should set up a press, he was 
45 

to be punished by pillory and whipping. It was not long 

thereafter until printers began to be brought before the 

Court, particularly for printing unlicensed Puritan 

material. 

In the latter 16 30's, when Charles became more 

desperate for money, he used the Star Chamber as a means 

to encourage the collection of ship money. Ship money was 

collected by the sheriffs of England, and whenever they did 

not, in Charles's mind, collect the money as vigorously as 

they might, they were prosecuted by the Star Chamber and 

encouraged to do so. On November 15, 16 35, the sheriff 

of Northampton was called into the Court on the matter of 

46 ship money. The next week the sheriffs of Kent and 

"̂ Îbid. , IX, p. 59. 

45 
Rushworth, Historical Collections, II, p. 463. 

SPD Charles, VIII, p. 481. 
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Surrey were called in for the same reason. On May 11, 

1640, the sheriff of Stafford was proceeded against "for 

4 8 not paying in ship money in 1638." In a letter dated 

the next day, mention was made of the sheriffs of York

shire, Middlesex, and London being examined for not 

49 

collecting ship money. Of all the royal policies en

forced by the Star Chamber, ship money was perhaps the 

most odius to the English people. 

One final royal proclamation which needs mention 

is that issued June 20, 1632, entitled: "A proclamation 

commanding the gentry to keep their residence at their 

mansions in the country, and forbidding them to make their 

habitations in London and places adjoining." The reason 

for such a proclamation was that "the prices of all kinds 

of victuals, both in the said cities and divers other 

places from whence these cities are served are exceedingly 

increased, and the several counties undefended, the poorer 

sort are unrelieved, and not guided or governed as they 

might be in case those persons of quality and respect 

5 1 
resided among them." And therefore Charles did "charge 

"^^Ibid. , p. 498. 

^^Ibid., XVI, p. 146. 

49 
Ibid., p. 155. 

50 
J. P. Kenyon, The Stuart Constitution: Documents 

and Commentary (Cambridge, 1966), p. 502. 

Ibid. 
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and command the lord mayor of the city of London, and the 

aldermen. . .and the justices. . .that every of them make 

special observation of all those that shall be disobedient 

to this our command, and from time to time present their 

names to some of our counsel learned, whom we do command 

to take due examination or notice of the qualities of 

their offences, and to cause prosecution to be had against 

them in our court of Star Chamber, or any other our courts 

52 

of justice, as the case shall require." This proclama

tion imposed a hardship on many and caused grumbling among 

others. On January 30, 1633, Robert Butler wrote to Sir 

Gervase Clifton saying that the "towne is very silent of 

newes. The most wonder is uppon this generall calling of 

all sortes of persons in question by Starre Chamber proces 

for their stay here contrary to proclamation, soe that all 

must come to their purgacion, and those that can uppon 

their answeres or examination cleare themselves, by their 

leave, or just cause of stay, may escape, the rest suf

fer. "^^ On November 13, 1633, Sir Edmond Moundeford wrote 

to Framlingham Gawdy, telling of an incident he knew of 

where "one Mr. Palmer was fined lOOOL in the Star Chamber 

for living in London contrary to the Proclamation, yet he 

was a bachelor, and his mansion house in the country lately 

^^Ibid., p. 503 

^^MSS Bishop of London, HMC, p. 402. 
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burnt. The constables search out in every ward the names 

of persons lodging in town last vacation." 

The image of the Star Chamber was not enhanced, 

certainly in the eyes of Puritans, by the increased epis

copal representation on the Court. Besides Archbishop 

Laud, it was not uncommon for other prelates such as 

Bishop William Juxon of London, to be present also. These 

men were naturally orthodox, and usually ruled severely 

against Puritans. Laud, for example, would be expected 

to show little leniency in cases such as the one involving 

John Maud, on May 6, 1629, involving statements he made 

such as that "the King went to Mass with the Queen" and 

"he [Maud] would be provided with powder and shot; another 

55 powder blow, etc." An example of Laud's "leniency" was 

in the case of George Mynne and Richard Daves in June, 

1634, when "Lord Cottington moved for a fine of 3,000_1. , 

which was universally concurred in. Archbishop Laud adding 

that 'if any had gone higher he would have done so too.'" 

The clerical representation on the Court had a hand in the 

sentences spoken of by John Philipott on November 3, 16 34, 

in a letter to Secretary Thomas Windebank, given to those 

"who make a trade of carrying over priests, and 

^ MSS Gawdy, HMC, p. 141. 

55 
SPD Charles, III, p. 539. 

^^Ibid., VII, p. 96. 
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transporting gentlemen and gentlewomen to be placed in 

57 seminaries and nunnaries abroad." Clerical overzealous-

ness, along with royal policy enforcement, must be con

sidered as a factor in the growing disenchantment with 

the Star Chamber. 

Probably the most important contributing factor to 

the disenchantment with the Court was a series of notorious 

cases adjudicated in the Star Chamber, where the defendants 

received rather severe punishments. Besides the notorious 

cases there were also other isolated instances where the 

Court inflicted severe punishments and these cases, too, 

hurt the image of the Star Chamber. 

Three examples may be cited of cases in the Star 

Chamber that were minor in the notoriety they received, 

yet serious in the punishments inflicted. In the reign of 

James, certain lands in Ireland had been granted to 

Englishmen. The city of London had received a grant of 

the area called Coleraine, which name was later changed 

to Londonderry. In the reign of Charles the city was 

prosecuted in the Star Chamber for not carrying out all 

5 8 the conditions of the grant. The outcome of the action 

was recorded by John Eyre in a letter to the Earl of Rut

land on February 28, 16 35: "This day the Londonderry 

^ ' ^ Ib id . , p . 279 . 

5 8 
Dav ies , The E a r l y S t u a r t s , p p . 110-114. 
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cause received a 'censor' in the Star Chamber. The City 

is fined seventy thousand pounds and the forfeiture of 

their patent, and one Mr. Beresford who was agent there 

for the City, five thousand pounds." Another severe 

Star Chamber punishment is found in the Gawdy family manu

scripts dated June 7, 16 38, which says: "One Pickering, a 

recusant, is censured in the Star Chamber to lose his ears 

and be bored through the tongue for saying the King was a 

papist in his heart and that all Protestants were heretics 

ft 0 
and making a Hogsty of the Churchyard." A final example 

of a severe punishment is the one mentioned in the state 

papers for the reign of Charles, dated June 16, 16 40: 

"Last Wednesday a solicitor was fined in Star Chamber 'ore 

tenus; ' he was fined 5001̂ ., to stand in the pillory, with 

a paper in his hat, and so to march from Court to Court 

6 ] 
to acknowledge his guilt." 

The most notorious cases in which the Star Chamber 

became involved began in 1629 when Sir John Eliot was 

drawn into the Court. Eliot had infuriated Charles by 

his conduct in the House of Commons when the King had 

tried to dissolve the Parliament of 1628. Eliot, and 

others, had passed three last-minute resolutions against 

^^MSS Duke of Rutland, HMC, I, p. 496. 

^MSS Gawdy, HMC, p. 16 8. 

•̂̂ SPD Charles, XVI, p. 30 8. 
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the King's wishes. The King demanded punishment for 

Eliot, but the Common Law judges, though they feared th( 

wrath of the King, also feared retaliation by Parliament 

if Eliot and other leaders were harmed. To evade making 

a decision, the judges suggested that Eliot and the others 

be tried in the Star Chamber. Proceedings were begun, as 

indicated by William Lake on April 20, 1629, when he said: 

"The term will bring in the Star Chamber, of which there 

is great expectation, concerning Sir John Eliot and the 

rest, wherein, if they proceed not warily and stoutly, 

6 2 
actum est." By May 7, 1629, there was an information 

fi 3 
filed against Eliot in the Court. By May 12, Eliot and 

6 4 the others had made appearances in the Star Chamber. On 

May 19, a delay was granted, and it was further mentioned 

that "if the defendants answer by Friday next no advantage 

shall be taken against them for not answering before, so 

that the Attorney General may have copies thereof on Satur

day next, on which day the Court will sit for settling such 

f\ 5 

matters as shall be moved on either side." A further 

development came on May 23: when the "defendants having 

asked for further delay put in several pleas and demurrers 

^^Ibid., Ill, p. 524. 

^•^Ibid., p. 540. 

^"^Ibid., p. 547. 

^^Ibid., p. 552. 
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to the jurisdiction of the Court, the Court required the 

Lord Chief Justices and Lord Chief Baron, calling to tham 

such other of the Judges as are now in town, to consider 

the pleas and demurrers, and to certify whether the 

ft fi 
defendants ought to make any other answer of not." On 

ft 7 
May 29, another delay was granted. Finally, on June 4, 

1629, Attorney General Heath, in a note to Secretary 

Conway, said that on the next Saturday "it will be very 

requisite that there should be a good presence in the Star 

Chamber. By that time the Judges will be ready with their 

certificate. . . . Yesterday all the afternoon was spent 

by the Attorney General for the King, which was upon the 

point of three hours in continual speech, till he was al

most tired, which he hopes he shall never be in the King's 

service. This morning they meet again, and then leave it 

to the Judges."^^ The Star Chamber never actually passed 

sentence on Eliot, leaving that task for the common law 

courts, but the Star Chamber's role was unpopular with 

Parliament, and the drawn-out procedure kept this unpop

ular proceeding in the eye of the public for a considerable 

time . 

Another of the notorious Star Chamber cases 

Ibid., p. 556. 

^^Ibid., p. 558. 

Ibid., p. 567. 
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involved a Scot named Alexander Leighton, who in 1628 

composed what came to be a book entitled An Appeal to 

Parliament, or Sion's Plea Against Prelacy. The book has 

been described as containing passages such as, "He terms 

the Prelates of the Realm Men of Blood, and Enemies to 

God and the State, and faith," and also that "He affirms 

that the Prelates did corrupt the King."^^ Before the 

Star Chamber, Leighton could count on little mercy, for 

many of his judges were those prelates he libeled. His 

sentence reflected their wrath. On June 4, 16 30, he first 

received a L10,000 fine, then was pilloried at Westminster, 

then he was whipped, then lost an ear, then had his nose 

slit, then was branded on the forehead with SŜ  for "Sower 

of Sedition," and finally, he was sentenced to suffer life 

70 

imprisonment in the Fleet. This sentence seemed inordi

nately severe at the time, but it is curious that such a 

"dangerous" defendant as Leighton was able to escape be

fore the sentence was fully carried out. On November 11, 

16 30, an order was given for the arrest of Leighton, "a 

Scottish man born, who was lately sentenced by the Court 

of Star Chamber to pay a great fine, and to undergo cor

poral punishment, for publishing a very libellous book 

against the King and his government, and had this day 

69 
Rushworth, Historical Collections, I I , p. 55. 

70 
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escaped out of the Fleet. He is of low stature, fair 

complexcion; hath a yellowish beard and high forehead, 

71 and is between 40 and 50 years of age." He was later 

captured and reimprisoned. 

The result of Leighton's sentence was described by 

John Rushworth, an observer of the times, who said: "The 

severe Punishment of this unfortunate Gentleman many peo

ple pitied, he being a Person well known both for Learning 

and other Abilities; only his untempered Zeal (as his 

countrymen then gave out) prompted him to that mistake, 

for which the Necessity of Affairs at that time required 

this severity from the hand of the Magistrate, more than 

72 
perhaps the Crime would do in a following Juncture." 

In 16 35, John Williams, Bishop of Lincoln and a 

longtime rival of Laud, was disgraced in the Star Chamber. 

Williams, who had been Lord Keeper from 1621-25, took a 

more lenient stand on Puritanism than did Laud, therefore, 

73 the antagonism between.the two. William's entanglement 

with the Star Chamber was rather drawn out and involved a 

variety of charges, the first of which was his being 

accused of revealing Privy Council secrets. In November, 

16 35, the King announced that the "Lord Keeper is commanded 

•̂'"SPD Char les , IV, p . 379. 
72 

Rushworth, H i s t o r i c a l C o l l e c t i o n s , I I , p . 58 . 
73 
Montague, The History of England, p. 190. 



114 

with the arrest of the Bishop." By December, Williams 

sought pardon from the King, but Secretary Windebank men

tioned that the "Bishop of Lincoln's business is at a stop, 

he being so curious as to desire his pardon larger than 

his Majesty will grant, so that it is thought it shall 

proceed in the Star Chamber." 

The duration of Williams's case was indicated in a 

letter from William Hawkins to the Earl of Leicester on 

July 6, 1637, when he said, the "principall businesse now 

in hand is my Lord of Lincolnes cause in the Starrechamber, 

which hath already spent foure dayes since the terme, and 

is to morrow to be proceeded in. He makest a stout 

76 
defence, but it is thought it will not serve." By 1637 

the charge against Williams had changed. On July 11, 16 37, 

Laud's diary recorded that "Dr. Williams Lord Bishop of 

Lincoln was censured in the Star-Chamber, for tampering 

77 and corrupting of Witnesses in the King's Cause." That 

same month he was sentenced by the Court to pay a fine of 

±,10,000, to be suspended from his church office, dignities, 

and functions, and to be imprisoned in the Tower during 

'̂ '̂ SPD Charles, VIII, p. 513. 

'̂ Îbid., p. 600. 

"̂ M̂SS Sidney, HMC, VI, p. 115. 

77 
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7 8 
the King's pleasure. 

In February, 1638, Bishop Williams was again 

brought before the Star Chamber, this time for possessing 

a number of seditious letters from a man naiiied Lambert 

Osbaldston that had been written in 16 33. Williams had 

not responded to these letters, but had kept them in his 

possession. On February 14, it was charged in the Star 

Chamber that Williams and Osbaldston "plotted together to 

divulge false Newes and Lies, to breed a disturbance in 

the State, and difference between two great Persons, and 

Peers of the Realm, viz. the late Lord Treasurer Weston, 

79 
and the present Arch-bishop of Canterbury." Osbaldston 

was sentenced to a fine of i,5000, to be imprisoned, and to 

stand in the pillory with one ear nailed to the pillory. 

8 0 

Williams was only fined L5000 and imprisoned. Osbald

ston received severer punishment for he "was the Contriver, 

Writer, and Publisher of those odious Apellations of those 

two great Persons. . . that his End was the ruin of the 

Arch-Bishop of Canterbury." As for the Bishop of Lincoln, 

the Court said he "was a Person of Quality, Parts, and 

Abilities, and one that once sat as Judge in this Court: 

That he shewed himself very indiscreet in concealing those 

^^Ibid., p. 449. 

79 
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Letters, and had thereby made himself guilty of a high 

Crime. "̂•'" 

Even after this last incident, Williams once again 

found himself a victim of the Star Chamber. Notice of 

Williams's last appearance before the Court was mentioned 

by William Hawkins on February 6, 16 39. In a letter to 

the Earl of Leicester he said: "To morrow the Bishop of 

Lincolne is to make his defence in the Starre Chamber upon 

a bill for subornation of witnesses. He is not yet at an 

82 
end of his troubles." Williams did not come back into 

favor until 16 41 when he was made Archbishop of York and 

by which time the Star Chamber had been abolished and much 

else radically altered. 

In 16 37, a rather cruel treatment was awarded by 

the Court to a twenty year old youth named John Lilburne. 

He was accused of writing a seditious and libelous book 

8 3 entitled News from Ipswich printed in Holland. When 

Lilburne refused to swear that he would answer all the 

Court's questions truthfully, he received a severe sen

tence. John Rushworth described Lilburne's sentence of 

April 18, 16 38, by saying: "Whilst he was whipt at the 

Cart, and stood in the Pillory, he uttered many bold 

-̂'•Ibid., p. 807. 
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Speeches against the Tyranny of Bishops, etc. and when his 

Head was in the hole of the Pillory, he scattered sundry 

Copies of Pamphlets, (said to be seditious) and tossed 

them among the People, taking them out of his Pocket; 

whereupon the Court of Star-Chamber (then sitting being 

informed) immediately ordered Lilburne to be gagged during 

the residue of the time he was to stand in the Pillory, 

. . .and when he could not speak, he stamped with his 

Feet, thereby intimating to the Beholders, he would still 

speak were his Mouth at Liberty. "̂ "̂  

The most famous, or infamous, of all Star Chamber 

cases was the one involving William Prynne, John Bastwick, 

and Henry Burton. The three v/ere brought before the Court 

in 16 37 for libelous writings. This one case was perhaps 

more responsible than any other for the downfall of the 

Court of Star Chamber. 

Actually William Prynne had made an appearance 

before the Court prior to 16 37. Rushworth said that "about 

8Car.Reg. [1633] Mr. Pryn compiled and put in print a 

Libelous Volume, Entitled by the name of Histriomastrix 

against Plays, Masques, Dancings, etc. And although he 

knew well that His Majesties Royal Queen, Lords of the 

Council, etc. were. . . present spectators of some Masques 

and Dances, . . . yet Mr. Pryn in his Book hath railed, not 

Ibid., p. 446. 
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only against Stage-Plays, Comedies, Dances, . . . but 

farther in particular against Hunting, Publique Festivals, 

[etc.]. . . [therefore] he hath therein written divers 

mcitments, to stir up the People to discontent." In 

16 34, Archbishop Laud recorded in his diary a series of 

interesting events following Prynne's sentence. On June 

11, Laud recorded that "Mr. Prynn sent me a Letter about 

his Censure in the Star-Chamber for his Histrio-Mastrix, 

and what I said in that Censure, in which he hath many 

ways mistaken me, and spoken untruth of me." Five days 

later Laud said "I showed this letter to the King, and by 

His command sent it to Mr. Attorney [General] Nov." The 

next day "Mr. Attorney sent for Mr. Prynn to his Chamber 

shewing him the Letter, asked him whether it were his 

Hand? Mr. Prynn said he could not tell unless he might 

read it; the Letter being given into his Hand, he tore it 

in small pieces, and threw it out at a Window, fearing it 

seems an Ore tenus." On June 18, "Mr. Attorney brought 

him into the Star-Chamber where all this appeared; I there 

, . ,186 forgave him. 

The proceedings against Prynne as well as Burton 

and Bastwick began in April, 16 37. The case was apparently 

newsworthy, for on May 9, 16 37, William Davy wrote to 

pc 

Ibid., p. 220. 

^^Ibid., p. 245. 
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Framlingham Gawdy saying: "The great cause in the Star 

Chamber is against one Dr. Bastwick, Burton, Prynne, and 

others for divulging books against the Bishops." Davy 

also mentioned that "Bastwick humbly desired that he 

might answer for himself, and put in a cross-bill against 

the Bishops 'for which he had a precident, even St. Paul, 

who was permitted to speak for himself.'"^^ On June 14, 

16 37, the three defendants received their sentence in the 

Star Chamber. Beforehand, it was recorded that they "all 

spake somewhat for themselves, but to noe purpose. Dr. 

Bastwicke cast an aunsweare into the Court four yards 

longe and a yard broade, close written. Prin offered his 

aunswear, subscribed by councell, but it came too late; 

and all Burton's aunsweare but five lines was expunged, 

88 
which five lines hee renouncst." The sentence of the 

Court was that each defendant was to pay L5000, each was 

to stand in the pillory, and Burton and Bastwick were to 

lose their ears. Prynne had already lost his in 16 34. 

Not to be left out, Prynne was to be branded on the 

u V 89 cheek. 

^^MSS Gawdy, HMC, p. 16 3. 
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The execution of the sentence almost certainly did 

not have the effect the Court desired, for the public sym

pathized with the defendants rather than sided with the 

Star Chamber. In a state paper dated July 6, 16 37, the 

public sympathy was illustrated: "As Doctor Bastwicke 

came from the gatehouse towards the palace the light com

mon people strewed herbes and flowers before him; Prin and 

he stood uppon one scaffold and Mr. Burton upon an other 

by himselfe. They all three talkt to the people; Bast

wicke said they had coller dales in the King's Court, and 

this was his coller daye in the King's Pallace; he was 

pleasant and witty all the time. Prin protested his inno

cence to the people of what was laid to his charge. Mr. 

Burton said, it was the happiest pulpett hee had ever 

90 

preacht in." The savagery of the execution of the sen

tence was also indicated by the same state paper. Accord

ing to the recorder, after "twoe howers the haingman began 

to cutt of their ears; hee began with Mr. Burton's. There 

were very many people; they wept and greivd much for Mr. 

Burton, and at the cutting of each eare there was such a 

roareing as if every one of them had at the same instant 

lost an eare. Bastwicke gave the haingman a knife, and 

taught him to cutt of his eares very quickly and very 

close, that hee might come there noe more. The haingman 

90 
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burnt Prin in both the cheekes, and, as I heare, because 

hee burnt one cheeke with a letter the wronge waye, hee 
, 91 

burnt that againe." Of the three, it would appear that 

Prynne's treatment was the severest and, according to the 

recorder, "the reason why Prin was soe ill used by the 

haingman was hee had promised him five peeces to use him 

kindly the tyme before [1634], which he did, and Prin had 

given him but halfe a crowne, in five six pences."^^ The 

recorder also reported that the response of the on-lookers 

was varied "some wept, some laught, and some were verie 

reservd. I heare of a popish fellowe that told some of 

those which wept that if so bee they would turne Catho-
9 3 liques they need feare none of this punishment." 

As Prynne returned to the Tower, after his punish

ment, he composed the following lines: 

Triumphant I returne, my face discryes 
Laud's scorching Scarrs, 
God's gratefull sacrifice. 
S. L. Stigmata Laudis.^4 

Laud made a speech in the Star Chamber condemning the three 

defendants that was published shortly thereafter. C. Ross-

ingham, in a newsletter dated June 29, 16 37, mentioned that 

91 
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92 
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94 
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the speech "is baught up so fast as they are not to be 

gotten."^^ 

News of the case spread rapidly because of the 

publication of Laud's speech and of Puritan pamphlets, and 

because it was mentioned so frequently in private letters. 

Rushworth even indicated that fear of the Star Chamber 

spread farther than the boundaries of England when he said: 

"The report of this Censure, and the smart execution 

thereof flew quickly into Scotland; and the discourse 

among the Scots were that the Bishops of England were the 

cause thereof, that they must expect to have a Star-

Chamber errected in their Kingdom to strengthen then their 

96 Bishops power there." 

Besides the corporal punishment inflicted on them 

by the Court, the three defendants were forced to suffer 

further indignities. In the following months, the three 

were to be imprisoned in three separate prisons with no 

97 communication allowed between them. The example of what 

happened to Burton illustrates the seclusion forced upon 

the three. In July, 16 37, Lord Keeper Coventry ordered 

Burton's jailor in Lancaster to make sure "that Burton 

be not admitted at any time during the said imprisonment 

- 95 
SPD Charles, XI, p. 252. 

96 
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97 
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to have use of pen, ink, or paper, nor of other books but 

the Bible and Book of Common Prayer, and such other books 

of devotion as are consonant to the doctrine of the Church 
9 8 

of England." In September, 1637, Burton was transported 

to a different place of confinement and the Sheriff of 

Lancaster was ordered to "take care that the persons you 

employ cover him with all privacy and without concourse of 

people in his passage, and that they permit no person to 
Q Q 

speak with him in his passage." 

J. P. Kenyon, in a revisionist view of the Court, 

mentions that between 16 30 and 16 41 only nineteen cases 

involved corporal punishment, and of these only about ten 

stirred up any public interest. The cases mentioned 

herein were certainly those of the latter category. 

In the early 1960's a historian named Thomas G. 

Barnes made a significant contribution to the study of 

the Star Chamber when he published an article entitled 

"Due Process and Slow Process in the Late Elizabethan-

Early Stuart Star Chamber." Barnes's contention is that 

the Court, in its later years, ceased to be as functional 

and useful as it had been in previous years, because it 

became so involved with procedural formality. Procedural 

SPD Charles, XI, p. 343. 

^^Ibid., p. 421. 

100 
Kenyon, Stuart Constitution, p. 118. 
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stodginess resulted in fewer cases being brought to con

clusion and therefore less justice being meted out by the 

Court. 

It was in the 16 30's when much of the procedural 

deceleration occurred. During these years, according to 

Barnes, the "Star Chamber became what it had been in the 

days of Henry VII and Henry VIII but had progressively 

ceased to be thereafter, a tribunal for the trial of cases 

of public import, involving profit for and the safety of 

the state." The difference, however, was that "over 

the sixteenth century the court's procedure had been 

fashioned in greatest part to suit the fancies and fit 

the needs of private litigants suing for private ends, and 

was not the summary procedure of the Tudor Henries' Council 

102 
in the Star Chamber." The 1630's being a decade of 

causes celebres did not help matters, for these cases took 

inordinate amounts of time to hear. For example, the case 

involving the Bishop of Lincoln, in 1637, took twenty-seven 

sitting days of the Court, and this does not include the 

months involved in the gathering of evidence, witnesses, 

103 and interrogatories. For the sake of comparison, Barnes 

Thomas G. Barnes, "Due Process and Slow Process 
in Late Elizabethan-Early Stuart Star Chamber," American 
Journal of Legal History, VI (1962), p. 336. 

102 
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103 
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notes that in 1596 a Star Chamber case averaged about one 

and one-half years for the duration of the action; by 

1641, the average had risen to two and one-half years. "'"̂^ 

The lengthy cases and the increased procedural 

complexity taxed the members of the Court as well as the 

litigants. In July, 16 37, during the Bastwick, Burton, 

and Prynne affair. Archbishop Laud confided to Secretary 

Conway that the "truth is, I was never so tired with a 

term in my life, and we have yet three days to come in the 

105 
Star Chamber." The vacations following the legal terms 

provided no relief, as was indicated by William Hawkins to 

the Earl of Leicester on July 16, 16 40, when he said: "The 

Lord Mayor and sheriffs of London being proceeded against 

in the Starre chamber in or since the last terme, the 

cause is now to come to hearing this vacation." 

The result of all this was that by the time the 

Long Parliament met in 16 40, it became less and less 

apparent why the Star Chamber should be allowed to continue 

its existence, when the Court co^ld not even speedily pros

ecute an enemy of the King, much less provide speedy re

dress for a private citizen. The procedural deceleration 

of the Court was taken into consideration when the Long 

Ibid., p. 337. 

105 
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Parliament deliberated whether or not to abolish the Star 

Chamber.^°^^ 

Another factor the Long Parliament deliberated on 

was the growing discontent by Englishmen with the Star 

Chamber. As early as May 6, 1629, men such as Richard 

Chambers were making statements concerning the Star Cham

ber's control over business such as: "The merchants are 

in no part of the world so served and wrung as in England. 

107 In Turkey they have more encouragement." An example of 

Star Chamber high-handedness was evidenced by John Barker, 

alderman of Bristol, who in August, 16 34, in a letter to 

Sir Edward Nicholas, mentioned that "twenty merchants have 

been served with subpoenas out of the Star Chamber at the 

suit of the Attorney General, and some of them appearing, 

no bill has been put in against them, yet they have been 

compelled to give largely for dimission, not knowing their 

10 8 accuser or offence." A similar situation was described 

by William Hawkins in a letter to the Earl of Leicester in 

June, 16 40, when he said: "Judge Crooke is served into the 

Starre chamber; his offence not yet knowne to himself, as 

4-v, "109 he sayth." 

Barnes, "Due Process and Slow Process," p. 22 4. 

•"•̂ ŜPD Charles, III, p. 539. 

•"^^Ibid., VII, p. 177. 

109 
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Isaac Pennington, in a letter to his cousin John 

Pennington on July 13, 16 37, said: "News I have not any 

worth your knowledge, neither is it safe to write of any

thing that passes. All the discourse is now of the great 

Star Chamber business, of which passages I know you shall 

have better information than I can give you; but this I 

can report for a truth, for thereof I am both eye and ear 

witness, these proceedings cause much dejection amongst 

many good and loyal subjects, make many fly, and many more 

think of providing for their safety in other places." 

Just as condemnatory was parliamentary leader John Pym's 

speech before Commons on April 17, 1640, when he said that 

"the Star-chamber is now become a court of revenue." 

In circumstances similar to those of Pym's speech, 

Lord Andover in November, 164 0, claimed the Court "is grown 

a Monster, and will hourly produce worse effects, unless 

it be reduced by that Hand which laid the Foundation: for 

the Statutes that are satisfied by Parliament admit of no 

112 

other than a Repeal." (Andover was erroneously refer

ring to the act commonly known as the Pro Camera Stellata 

passed in 1487.) Andover listed three reasons why the 

Court should be abolished: firstly, "it was a needless 

•̂ "̂ ŜPD Charles, XI, pp. 311-12. 

Rushworth, Historical Collections, III, p. 1135. 

•'"-'"̂ Ibid., p. 1359. 
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Institution," secondly, "divers Judicatories confound one 

another. . . . M;̂  Lords, Arbitrary Judgments destroy the 

Common Laws," and thirdly, because of "the great Eclipse 

it hath ever been to the whole Nobility; for who are so 

frequently vexed there, as Peers and Noblemen?" "'••'" ̂  

In the midst of the debates over a bill to abolish 

the Star Chamber in May, 16 41, Edward Montague wrote to 

his father. Lord Montague, saying: "I think the Star 

Chamber will not be limited but quite taken away. We find 

such cruel and tyrannical sentences given there that I 

believe it will go ill with those that have been judges 

114 there." Finally, Rushworth, in his estimation of the 

demise of the Star Chamber said: "When once this Court 

began to swell big and was delighted with Blood, which 

sprang out of the Ears and shoulders of the Punished, and 

nothing would satisifie the revenge of some clergymen but 

cropt Ears, Slit Noses, branded Faces, whipt Backs, gag'd 

Mouths, and withal to be thrown into Dungeons, . . . Then 

began the English Nation to lay to heart the slavish con

dition they were like to come unto, if this Court contin-

115 ued in its greatness." 

When the Long Parliament met in 16 40, it began to 

113TK-^ Ibid. 
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receive petitions from those who had suffered during the 

past decade at the hands of the Star Chamber. On November 

7, 16 40, for example. Parliament heard five petitions from 

those complaining of Star Chamber sentences. On that day. 

Parliament first heard petitions from Susannah Bastwick 

and Sarah Burton "complaining of the Sentence of the Court 

of Star-Chamber" in regard to their husbands. Next, John 

Brown, servant to William Prynne, entered a petition "com

plaining of the Sentence in the Star-Chamber against his 

Master, and the Cruel putting it in Execution." Then, the 

"petition of Alexander Leighton was read, complaining of 

the sentence against him in the Star-Chamber, and smart 

Execution thereof, being first Whipt, his Nose slit, brand

ed in both Cheeks with a Red-hot Iron, his Ears cut off, 

and close Imprisonment." During this one day there was 

almost a complete roll-call of the most notorious Star 

Chamber cases of the 1630's. The effect of the revival of 

such memories as these cases invoked, all coming on a 

single day, must have done a great deal to convince Parlia

ment of the tyranny of the Star Chamber. 

As a reaction to the petitions of November 7, Par

liament in April, 1641, passed two resolutions. The first, 

on April 20, declared that "the sentence given against 

Mr. Pryn in the Star-Chamber 14 Junii, 16 37, Anno 13, Car. 

""••̂ Îbid., Ill, p. 20. 
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IS Illegal, and given without any just Cause, and there

fore ought to be revers ' d. " ̂ "̂̂  The next day Parliament 

passed a similar resolution saying that "Dr. Leighton 

ought to have good Satisfaction and Reparation for his 

great Sufferings and Damages, sustained by the Illegal 

Sentences in the Star-Chamber.""*'•'-^ 

After the Long Parliament began to meet in Novem

ber, 16 40, the end of the Star Chamber was not long in 

coming. By the end of May, 1641, a bill had been debated 

and drawn up "quite taking away the Jurisdiction of the 

119 
Star-Chamber. " On July 1, 1641, a new plan was pro
posed in the House of Lords "to have the Star-Chamber 

Court not quite taken away, but bounded, limitted, and 

12 0 reduced to what Power it had in Henry VII's Time." The 

tide against the Star Chamber could not be turned, however, 

and on July 5 the King reluctantly signed the bill that 

had been passed by Parliament, and the Star Chamber ceased 

to exist. 

After the Star Chamber was abolished in July, 

1641, it was not immediately forgotten. On July 31, 1641, 

the House of Commons had to determine back wages and make 

•'••'-̂ Ibid. , p. 228. 

•'"•'"̂ Ibid., p. 229. 

119 
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reparations to the officers of the Star Chamber."'"̂ "'" In 

August of that same year Sidney Bere reported to Sir John 

Pennington that "yesterday his Majesty was again at the 

great church at sermon, where the Bishops were not spared 

but such down-right language used as would a year ago 

have been at least a Star Chamber business." "̂ ^̂  On Octo

ber 28, it was remarked in the House of Commons "that the 

passing of three bills against the Starre-chamber the High-

Commission court and the shippe-monie we had done verie 

much for the good of the subject." 

The Star Chamber Court was abolished, but the Star 

Chamber room was still used after 1641. This fact is 

illustrated by a note dated December 22, 1652, from the 

Revenue Committee of the interregnum government to the 

Committee for Compounding that said: "We beg you to meet 

us at the inner Star Chamber, Westminster, next Tuesday, 

at 8 a. m." 

The Star Chamber was mentioned as late as the 

Restoration reign of Charles II. In April, 1663, Charles 

was petitioned by Jonas Grosvenor, serjeant-at-arms, who 

"'"̂''"SPD Charles, XVIII, p. 66. 

122 
Ibid., p. 110 

12 3 
W. H. Coates (ed.). The Journal of Sir Simonds 

D' Ewes (New Haven, 1942), p. 45. 
124,, . ^ , . ̂  

M. A. Green (ed.). Calendar of the Proceedings 
of the Committee For Compounding, 1643-60 (London, 1892), 
p. 62 3. 



132 

complained that the profits from that position were "much 

diminished by the taking away of the Star-Chamber. ""̂ ^̂  On 

January 4, 166 8, a summons was sent to several peers of 

the realm "to meet at the Inner Star Chamber, with other 

1 2 fi 
Commissioners to be nominated for Scotland." 

One wonders if the people who thought about or 

mentioned the Court of Star Chamber in the reign of 

Charles II ever considered, to any length, who the Court 

was abolished. A close examination of the events of about 

twenty years before should reveal that the action by the 

Long Parliament was hasty and based on immediate anger 

rather than thoughtful, overall consideration of the Court 

In the first place, the composition and procedure 

of the Court were viable. The length of the life of the 

Court had proved that. The judges of the Court were re

spected officers of the realm, and any lack of legal ex

perience was offset by the Chief Justices from the common 

law courts who sat with them. The procedure was not sum

mary but firmly set, and if anything, over-formalized, as 

was indicated in the latter years of the Court. Struc

turally, the Court remained sound until its abolition. 

During the reigns of both Elizabeth and James, 

the Court was not a subject of controversy. It has been 

1^, III, p. 101. 

126 
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illustrated that during those two reigns the Court, for 

the most part, functioned in the same manner as it had for 

many years. There may have been isolated discontent with 

the Star Chamber because of certain individual decisions, 

but on the whole, there was no organized effort to abolish 

it. 

Efforts to abolish the Star Chamber began after 

the decade of the 16 30's, during which Charles imposed 

his personal rule. This ten year period, when the Court 

was used by the King to quash opposition to him, when the 

Bishops used the Court to impose religious conformity, and 

when a series of notorious offenders received severe treat

ment at the hands of the Court, was the time when concerted 

opposition to the Star Chamber began. 

But even so, the faults of the Star Chamber could 

perhaps have been remedied. According to H. E. I. 

Phillips, the "complete abolition of the Court argues a 

deeper enmity, a hatred which finds expression in the pop

ular manifestations against the savage excesses with which 

ecclesiastical authority was wielded in temporal affairs. 

It is not far from the truth to say that the Star Chamber 

127 perished in a burst of fanatical frenzy." If the 

p. 130. 
12 7 

Phillips, "Last Years of the Star Chamber," 
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Court's downfall was because of a burst of fanatical 

frenzy, it was nevertheless a frenzy stemming from a more 

general conflict that ultimately proved to be the downfall 

of the King and the Church, but first of the Star Chamber. 
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