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court and the testimony or contemporaries, were very elastic and 

inclusive • .i.. There is scarcely a conceivable crime or misdemeanour 

which was not in one or more instances brought up for consideration 

in the Star Chamber. No public nor private act was shielded from 

the vigilance of the court which pried even into the private af fairs 

or individuals and families. Certainly it was a vastly different 

tribunal from that contemplated in the statute 'Pro Camera Stellata'. 

Having now discussed the nature of the court under Henry VII 

and Henry VII I the remaining task is to determine the amount of service 

which it rendered to Tudor house and to enumerate the useful pur-

poses served. The most obvious function of the court was the 

1. West in hi s "Symboleo graphy" summarizes the jurisdiction of the 
Star Chamber as follows: "The St ar Chamber censureth the oppres­
sions, quarrels, contentions, injuries, routs, riots, a r.d unlaw­
ful actions, perpetrated most commonly by insolent, forcible and 
powerful parties, and no mean perso ns against some private subject. 
It punishes sundry other sorts of offenses, conspired against his 
Majesty's person, such as are under the degree of trea son, offen­
ders also against the persons of the nobility, statutes of the 

such as Scandalum Magnatum and the like: also duels and 
private challenges made between party and party, contrary to his 
highness' edicts and proclamations, and any libelloue or seditious 
speaking or writing against the public state, or against private 
persons, perjuri es, forgeries, conspiracies, maintair.ences, cham, 

pe rties, and such corrupt dealings are thus likewise heard the 
offenders punished". 

This is a very comprehensive list of offenses, but Hudson 
;;akes i t st i ll more complete when he says "in a word, there is no 
offense punishable by law, but if the court find it grow in the 
Commonwealth this court may lawfully punish it, except onl y where 
life is questioned". These statement s are quoted in Scofield, 
op. cit . pp. 14-15. 
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restorati6n of order. Henry VII, having determined to become 

the actual master of England, struck directly at the fundamental 

source of the confusion of the times, baronial privileges, the abuse 

of which was largely resp onsible for the extreme lack of order. 

Maintainences and liveries were forbidden and the Star Chamber became 

the agent for the enforcement of these decrees. The success of the 

monarchy in this instance is shown clearly by the decrease in the 

number of cases involving violence. Perhaps the greatest reason for 

the success of the court lay in the fact that it was an administra-

tive tribunal working in close co-operation with the executive depart-

ments.~ In this work the administratio c. knew what it wanted to do 

and drove straight at its object making use of the Star Chamber which 

instrument it happened to find ready made. 

In the previ ous chapters the importance of the Star Chamber 

as an agent of the government in economic control has been several 

times pointed out. The policy of the Tudor monarchy was to protect 

the weak against the strong , to give the poorer classes a chance to 

make a living and to prevent capitalists and speculators from amassing 

1. The importance of the Star Chamber to Henry VII and Henry VIII 
las in the fact that "the same body which issues ordinances, 
controls the execution of the law and the administration of the 
state, acts also as a court of justice with a comprehensive and 
final jurisdiction---one day it can make an ordinance, and the 
next, punish men for not obeying it". Maitland, op. cit. P• 221. 
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fortunes from trade in necessary commodities. Even though the 

attempts may have been along lines of mistaken policy, the purpose 

of the government cannot be impeache d. It was acting in the interests 

of the masses, protecting the weak from the strong. In checking 

forestalling, engrossing a nd regratting, the purp ose was to lower the 

price of food supplies. In t his respect the activity of the Star 

Chamber is paralleled in modern times by the work of our Interstat e 

Commerce Commission and the stat e railroad and warehouse c o?~unissions 

and wa.s not in any way promoting royal absolutism a nd tyranny. 

To the credit of the Star Chambe r it must al so be said that 

it was a source of swift cheap justice. A justification of its 

existence was t hat the common law courts were hopelessly unfair and 

inefficie nt. A poor ma n wit hout influence or supp ort could not 

secure justic e in a local court. The delays in the ope rations of the 

ordinary courts were as exasperat ing as now, and the expe nse involved 

was probably proport i onat ely greater. But upon application to the 

ki ng the probl em was usually as go od as solved. Far less expenditure 

was r.e cessitated. Usele s s a r.d un necessary de lays were pract i cally 

unknown to t he king 's cour t . With creditable dispatch a nd regularity 

the Star Chamber ac complished its wo rk and for these rea sons there 

were ! ew comFl a i nts a gainst its de crees. Criminal law va s very 
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negligently enfo reed duri ng this period .1 This fact was fully recog­

nized and upon the Star Chamber devolved the duty of correcting some 

of the abuses in the crimir:al law system. As a court of criminal 

equity it rendered import a nt service just as the Chancellor's Court of 

Equity was instrumental in preventing injustice in civil cases through 

s ome forma.lity or technicality of the law. I n this phase of its activi-

ty aga in t he Star Chamber acte d. on the principle that the weak deserved 

protection from those of "too great mi ght". 

In a general way much might be said of the St ar Chamber concerning 

t his very feature of protect ic n, prot ection which it offered to the 

f ol k of lesser rank against tho se of gr eater influence and power. Bar-

onial arro ga nce and aggression was almost unbearab i e. We have seen 

many times the appeal of the commoner for aid in securing a redress of 

grievances fr om a powerful neighboring lord. The very frequent appear-

a nce of th e plea that in t he king's court alo ne coul d justice be secured 

a gainst some member of the nobility is of sufficient force to justify 

t he court under the early Tudors. It was the only source of just i ce 

for the poor man who was fi 2'.;ht i ng a noble. 

Strange misconceptions concerning the Sta r Chamber have arisen. 

It has been decr ied as an instrument of royal despotism and has been 
- - --- --------- - ---- - . _____ ., ____ _ ------------ --------- -- -
1. Maitland, in Traill, Socia l England, p. 657. 
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compared to all th e odious courts known to history, particularly to t he 

Inquisition and t he Revoluti ona~ Committee of Publ i c Sa fety.l It 

was a n open court and yet its secrecy a nd mystery have b e en the chief 

themes of its critics. Formerly the abhorrence of t he Star Chamber 

led critics to denounc e it as a monstrosity born of some dark evil 

de s i gr. of roya l craftiness but now it is recognized that it was truly 

a natural outgrowt h of the a ge in wh i ch it developed,2 a nd that it 

actually se rved some use ful purposes. That it sh~ul d have been re-

garded as a n unnatural development seems strange when we cons ider that 

---~~-- - --- --- -·- --·----- - - ~~------- -- - -- - - -----
1. A typical examp l e of such criticism i s t o be found in Dicey's 

treatise which has alrea Jy been cited. He says, "Some tribunals 
have grown to a height of power a :;d influence which endows them 
with a species of terrific grandeur. The Inquisit i on, the 
Revoluti cnary Committ ee of Publi c Safety, all those inst itutions 
by which might ha s fo r a per i cd triumph ed ove r right, to geth er wi t h 
the horror t hey cause , inspire a certain kind of i nterest. Every 
one abhors the great instrument of oppression; but ever y one feels 
a wi sh to know by what measures it was formed, a nd ·.•:hat were the 
true sources of its strength, what the uses to which its might was 
applied. Arnone the i nstruments at once powe rful, hateful a nd 
full of interest, t he ' Court of Star Chamb er' occupies n0 mee~ 
positi on. I f its i nf luence was les s extended t hat t he sway of the 
Inqui s ition; if it s deeds lacked the bloody atrocity of the Revo­
l v.tionary Courts; it comb ined a system of secrecy in its acts which 
a Dominican mi eht have a dmired, wit h a power of durat i on which might 
have inspired the au: hors of the Pari sian tricunals with hop eles s 
envy". Vi d0. p . 94 . 

2. It has fained a name fo r secrecy whereas its sessions were open 
practically to all com0rs. Its a ctions are generally supposed to 
have been t yranni cal a nd irregula r, yet its procedurs wa s quite as 
formal as that of any other court of equity. It is fre quently 
thought of as in some way exceptional, yot no branch of government 
was more clearly a n outgr6wth of t he period in which it fl ourished". 
Cheyney, op. cit. p. 7 27 . 
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it was not a newly created court and that practically all its customs, 

usages a :.d methods of procedure were of ancient orig in a nd of a devel-

opment moulded by the necessities of the times.l But after all it is 

not so curious that its use a nd abuse were confused. In the nature 

of it s r ositi on and auth ority it was extremely liable to abuse. Under 

the St uart s there is no question bµt that the Star Chamber was employed 

to further the ambitions of the monarch a nd to quiet his political 

e nemies, a practice which was very destructive of democratic g rowth. 

But t hi s should not blind us to the fact that the Tudors did not make 

the same mistakes.2 Justice and not injustice was the resul t of the 

court's act i ons under the Tudors.3 

The chan['.; e of attitude toward the St ar Chamber on the part 

of modern investigators is large ly due to a closer scrutiny of the 

r ecords of the court but, in addition to t he court rolls, the testimony 

of contemporary writers who att empted any characterization of the 

trib:unal throws further light upon its position and function. It was 

universally condemned by those who knew it intimately and were well 

1, "I n all the operations of the court, there was practically nothing 
new but its vi gor and purpose". Baldwin, op. cit. p. 442. 

2. "It was admirably Calculated to be a supp ort of order against 
anarchy , or of despotism agains t individual and national liberty. 
During the Tudor period, it appeared in the former light, under 
the Stuarts, in t he latter". Prothero, Encyc. Brit. (1910-1 911) 
Vol. XXV. p. 796. 

3. "Under Henry VII, however, its functi ons were exercised at least 
mainly in the cause of justice -- they were used, not abused --
to the public satis faction, as well as to t he strengthening of the 
King's own hands". Innes, op. cit. p. 49. 
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acquainted witt t he inne r wo r kings of its procs dure.l They praise 

i t hi ghly a nd plac e it ab ove all other cou rts, with P _e possibl e ex-

cepti o n of Parl iament, "in the Christian world". The reas on for this 

praise seerr:s to b e based on the undi sputable fact that t he Star Chamber, 

as a c ourt of criminal equity, hel c "all Engla nd quiet". As a part 

o f the Tudor cone iliar syst er.: , wonderfully wel l organized and a dapted 

to tr.e needs of gove r nme ntal policy 1 the Star Char.lb er wa s a n effe ctive 

i nstrume nt in the ma intai ne nce of peace and order throuf hout the realm. 

At times it s metho ds rr;ay have b ee n abrupt a nd arbitrary and its proced-

ure summary but, on the whol e , its develo pment. may be said to have been 

in answer to a real n ;- ed of t he a ge in tha t it furnishe d , at small cost, 

iusti ce to t t e poorer classes a nd protection to the weak against the 

ove rmif,hty sub j ects o f the English crown. 

1. "It is the most wonderful court (our Parliament excepted ) that 
is in the Christia n world, both in respect to t he judg e s of the 
court, a nd of their honorabl ~: proc -,,edings according to their just 
jurisdicti on and the anci e nt just orders of the court". (Co ke, 
i n Prot hero , op . cit. p. 403 .) 

Lambard call s it "the most nobl e a ncl praiseworthy of courts", a nci 
Fac c n say s tba t it was "o ne o f the sagest and noblest institutions 
of this kingdom". Cok e cla i med that "this court doth ke ep all 
England quiet" . See Ch ambers , English Constitu":.i onal History ,pp. 
1C7-108. These stat eme nts are quoted by Chambers but no references 
are given. 
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