
Chapter 1:  

The emergence of conflict and the end of consensus, 1625-1629 

 

Introduction 

The English Revolution was an unprecedented clash 

between the two institutions that governed England – 

Crown and Parliament. In the thirty-five years that 

followed Charles I’s accession to the throne, his three 

kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland would undergo 

immense political and religious turmoil and experience the 

horrors of civil war. This chapter explores the origins of 

that conflict between Crown and Parliament. It considers 

the theory by which the Stuart monarchy ruled Britain and 

the key issues of religion, finance and foreign policy. In 

examining the growing feud between Charles and his 

Parliament, the chapter provides an explanation for why in 

1629 the King decided to dissolve Parliament and embark 

upon a Personal Rule. 

The legacy of James 1 

a) Religious issues and divisions 

Ever since the reign of Henry VIII, England, along with the 

rest of Europe, had suffered from the split in the Christian 

faith. On the one hand the Catholics, or Papists as they 

were often known, remained loyal to the Pope in Rome. 

On the other hand the Protestants ‘protested’ at the 

abuses, rituals and ceremonies of the old Catholic Church 

and saw the Pope as the Devil incarnate. This split, and the 

creation of the Protestant faith, was known as the 

Reformation, and under Henry VIII England had emerged 

as a Protestant nation. The Dissolution of the Catholic 

Church in England saw Catholic worship suppressed, 

monasteries and nunneries forcibly closed, and all Church 

property taken by the Crown. Despite Mary I’s later 

attempts to reverse the Dissolution, Elizabeth I’s 

succession to the crown safeguarded England as a 

Protestant country. From this point on the English 

monarch was the Supreme Governor of the Church of 

England, and so demanded the political and religious 

loyalty of the people. 

Splits remained, however, and whilst the majority of the 

population embraced the new Protestant Church of 

England (known as Anglicans) there were some who 

retained their Catholic faith. At the other end of the 

religious spectrum there were the extreme Protestants 

who disliked any feature of the old Catholic forms of 

worship – these were the Puritans. Elizabeth I dealt with 

these divisions in a very sensible manner, creating what 

became known as the Elizabethan Settlement. Elizabeth 

had claimed that she ‘did not wish to make windows into 

men’s souls’ but would be satisfied with outward 

conformity to Anglican worship. So long as her subjects 

attended Church of England services, their private beliefs 

remained their own. In effect this created a broad, all-

encompassing state Church which even extended to those 

who remained privately Catholic, but outwardly 

conformed to Anglican worship. Only if they failed to 

attend Anglican services did they suffer the ‘Recusancy 

Fines’.  

Key term 

The Elizabethan Settlement was established to end a 

period of religious conflict between Catholics and 

Protestants in England. It was brought about by two 

acts of 1559. Firstly, the Act of Supremacy asserted 

that the Church of England, under the supreme 

governorship of the monarch, was independent of 

the Pope in Rome. Secondly, the Act of Uniformity 

imposed a book of common prayer and set down 

rules for decoration of churches and for services.  

[/Box]  



When Elizabeth died in 1603, the Protestant king of 

Scotland, James VI, became James I of England. This united 

the two kingdoms under one monarch. James largely 

maintained the Elizabethan Settlement during his reign, 

maintaining national unity for moderate conforming 

Catholics, mainstream Protestant Anglicans as well as the 

more extreme Puritans. Thus, when Charles I became King 

in 1625 upon the death of his father, James I, he inherited 

a broad national Church encompassing a range of religious 

groups.   

That said, some tensions had begun to emerge. The 

Gunpowder Plot of 1605, when a group English Catholics 

sought to blow up James I and his entire Parliament, did 

much to increase the pressures placed on Catholics. More 

importantly it raised fears and embedded in the English 

popular imagination the idea of a grand Catholic 

conspiracy. The common belief was that the Catholics 

sought to bring down Protestantism in Europe and with it 

the English Church and the English political system that 

defended the ‘true’ religion. The second growing religious 

tension came from the Puritans. During James’ reign they 

had sought to end elements of Catholic-style worship that 

had remained in Church of England services. James I had 

pleased many Puritans by compromising on some of their 

demands and had commissioned the famous King James 

Bible (retranslating the bible into English). However, one 

major area of contention remained – the existence of 

bishops. The hierarchical system of Archbishops and 

Bishops (the episcopacy) ensured the King was in control 

of the clergy who conducted the weekly services 

throughout the kingdom. However, while the episcopal 

system meant worship remained uniform, the Puritans 

disliked it. To them it was too controlling and too similar to 

the hierarchy of the old Catholic Church; freedom for 

individual priests to preach and run services in their own 

way was what the Puritans sought. Another group that 

disliked the episcopal system of Bishops were the 

Presbyterian Scots. By the time of Charles’ accession to the 

throne his father had managed to get the Scots to accept 

Bishops into the Scottish Kirk, however, it remained 

fiercely separate from the Church of England. The 

Presbyterian system of worship gave great independence 

Figure 1.2: The Episcopal System of the Church of England 

Figure 1.1: A Dutch engraving recording the famous 

Gunpowder Plot of 1605 and the subsequent punishment of 

the plotters. This plot entrenched Protestant fears about 

Catholic plots to overthrow them. This fear of Catholicism 

dominated English political and religious thought for 

decades. 



to parish priests and congregations to run services as they 

saw fit.  

Thus, from a Protestant point of view, although divides 

remained within the Church, the maintenance of a 

tolerant, broad church ensured that any attempts at 

change were attempted from within the system, rather 

than from a hostile or excluded group. However, from the 

point of view of English Catholics, they were treated with a 

high degree of suspicion and as enemies of the English 

Church and state. 

b) Relations between Crown and Parliament 

The primary and original purpose of English parliaments 

was to provide the monarch with finances. The monarch 

could call a parliament whenever they wished in order for 

them to vote subsidies (the right to raise, or levy, a tax). 

Members of Parliament (MPs) often went beyond this 

remit and discussed areas of national importance that 

were really the right of the monarch to decide upon. These 

areas were known as the Royal Prerogative and included 

religious and foreign policy. Discussion of these issues by 

MPs had been a constant source of friction between 

monarchs and their parliaments for decades, but by the 

time Charles became king, parliaments had often been 

allowed to discuss them in the hope that they would more 

readily vote the Crown the subsidies it needed. 

Parliament’s sense of independence and right to discuss 

and advise the monarch was also emboldened by certain 

parliamentary privileges which included freedom of speech 

and immunity from arrest. In 1610 an attempt to provide 

the monarch with a regular income of £200,000 (called 

‘The Great Contract’) had failed to be passed. Thus, Charles 

inherited a parliamentary system that was willing to use 

finances as a bargaining tool in order to get their way on 

other issues which were strictly speaking the remit of the 

monarch. 

One key area of tension between James I and his 

parliaments was the reputation of his royal court. James 

was well known for his lavish extravagance, using royal 

funds to grant gifts to his courtiers, especially Scots.  

Financial mismanagement was made worse by regular 

court scandals that centred round sexual deviance, 

corruption and even murder. This led critics in parliament 

to term the King’s favourites at court as ‘spaniels to the 

king and wolves to the people.’i Some of James I’s 

expenditure was justified, but his indulgence of favourites, 

and his willingness to place great power and wealth in 

their hands did much to provoke grumbles in parliament. 

The best example of such favouritism was George Villiers, a 

handsome young courtier, upon whom James lavished land 

and title, making him the first non-royal duke in over a 

century. From 1618, Villiers (later the Duke of Buckingham) 

handled much of the aging King’s business, including royal 

patronage (the granting of official posts and 

appointments). The latent homosexual nature of their 

relationship only served to further the idea that the royal 

court was morally corrupt. Such hostility affected the 

relationship with Parliament and in 1614, the ‘Addled 

Parliament’ spoke out against the corruption of the royal 

court and the King’s abuse of his right to levy impositions 

(tax on trade). When that particular Parliament refused to 

grant new taxes to the King unless he ceased to raise 

impositions, it was dissolved. James’ frustration is well 

represented in his private conversation with Spanish 

ambassador (see voice from the past). 

 

 

If the relationship between James and his parliaments 

could cause tension, it is clear that taken as a whole, his 

reign signified a period of relative political stability.ii Yes, 

James was often scathing of the MPs who criticised his 

court or his expenditure, but his bark was often worse than 

his bite. David Smith has characterised their relationship 

as, ‘a rocky, at times verbally violent, yet essentially 

resilient marriage; despite the ups and downs a divorce 

was not on the cards.’iii 

Voice from the past: James I to Gondomar, the Spanish 

Ambassador after his dismissal of the Addled 

Parliament of 1614: 

The House of Commons is a body without a head. The 

members give their opinions in a disorderly manner. At 

their meeting nothing is heard but cries, shouts and 

confusion. I am surprised that my ancestors should ever 

have permitted such and institution to come into 

existence. But I am a stranger, and found it here when I 

arrived, so that I am obliged to put up with what I cannot 

get rid of.1  

Source: Smith, D. L. The Stuart Parliaments, 1603-1689 

(Arnold, 1999) p103 

Activity 1.1:  

a) What does James I’s conversation with the Spanish 

Ambassador reveal about his attitude towards 

parliament? 

b) Why might a historian doubt the sincerity of James 

I’s claims? 



 

 

c) Relations with foreign powers 

For much of his reign, James I had pursed a peaceful 

foreign policy. Having inherited a war with Spain from 

Elizabeth I, James quickly brought the conflict to an end 

and then maintained peaceful relations by discussing the 

possibility of a marriage between his son Prince Henry, and 

the Spanish Infanta. The so called ‘Spanish Match’ was 

even kept alive after Prince Henry’s untimely death in 1612 

by his brother, Prince Charles. Although the marriage was 

never settled, and was highly unpopular within Protestant 

England, James did well to use it as a means of maintaining 

peaceable diplomacy with Europe’s greatest power. This 

relationship with Catholic Spain was balanced by his 

daughter Elizabeth’s marriage to the Protestant prince, 

Frederick, Elector of the Palatinate (a German territory). 

Peace was maintained even as European Catholics and 

Protestants became embroiled in the ‘Thirty Years Years 

War’ (1618-1648). However, James could only resist the 

inevitable for so long, and with parliament calling for an 

army to be sent in defence of her Protestant brethren in 

Europe, he finally relented; in 1624 an army was sent to 

assist his daughter Elizabeth and his son-in-law, Frederick, 

reclaim their realm in central Europe. The same year, 

Buckingham and Prince Charles had attempted a 

disastrous surprise visit to the Spanish Infanta in Madrid. 

The fiasco that this caused turned both men against the 

‘Spanish Match’ and ensured they supported parliament’s 

calls for war. By his death in 1625, James’ Kingdoms were 

once again at war with the Spanish.    
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Figure 1.3  James I in Parliament.  This print by Reginold 

Elstrack was published in 1608. It portrays James I on his 

throne in the House of Lords with peers and bishops seated 

and MPs gathering at the entrance. This popular 

representation represents the three estates (Crown, Lords and 

Commons) that together formed the political nation. When 

contemporaries spoke of the ‘ancient constitution’, they were 

referring to the balance of power between these three 

elements.   

 


