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Fig. 1　Charles I in Robes of  State (1636) 　Sir Anthony Van Dyck



Chapter 1

The Troubled Kings

A fantasy
How elegant he is! Charles Stuart (1600-1649) was the only English king 

beheaded in public by his own people. As Henry VIII had Holbein, Charles  
I had Sir Anthony van Dyck (1599-1641). Realisation of regal images of 
natural grace and authority was what van Dyck achieved at the court of this 
tragic king.

Charles had a profound knowledge of European arts. Peter Rubens 
(1577-1640) called him ñthe greatest amateur of paintings among the princes 
of the worldò. The kingôs collection of Italian and Flemish mastersô works 
was famous throughout Europe. He invited van Dyck to London with an 
offer of a huge pension and a stately mansion.  Later the king even tried to 
marry the painter into an English aristocrat family when he made moves to 
leave England. Charles expected van Dyck to create a new Baroque style 
exclusively suitable for him. It should carry the chic of the eminent black of 
Spanish baroque, but different and unique to the English king. The king was 
rewarded for his efforts.

As the title Charles I in Robes of State (1636) suggests, this is an ofýcial  
portrait in full dress. The king wears white sable for lining. Only monarchs 
were allowed to wear a sable cape in England. He stands in a rather 
relaxed posture. There is no large collar or codpiece to force deformation 
or exaggeration on his body. He looks slightly down at us with a little 
melancholic expression. His features show mature intelligence and moral 
strictness, not vigorousness, though he was only thirty-five years old when 
painted here. 

He is not wearing the crown but shows his bare head. He has put 
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the orb on the side with the crown. This is not usual for an official royal 
portrait unless the monarch wears a toupee, or big wig. This is how van 
Dyck captured a sense of naturalness, the spontaneity of the model, without 
diminishing royal dignity. Charlesô pale skin, protruding veins and thin goatee 
imply his delicate constitution. However, the substantial column combined 
with the intricate lace of the collar turns the delicateness into sophistication 
with authority.

Grand portraits like this are fantasies. Yet the created imagery is brilliant 
and powerful. It is richly convincing ï so convincing that even now certain 
historians tend to respond to these works as though they convey the true 
character of the monarch. Charles was a rather short man with a slightly 
hunched back. When he failed to marry a Spanish princess, who would have 
increased his domain, Charles was ñcross-grainedò enough to try to punish 
Duke Buckingham, for the duke was in charge of the arrangement of the 
royal match. He convened the Parliament only when he wanted to squeeze 
money out of the tax revenue or to punish someone he disliked. However, 
unlike the Holbein portraits known as suggesting Henryôs abusive power, 
Charlesô images by van Dyck rarely lead us to think of his immaturity.

The turbulences
Now let us grasp a rough picture of the events that led to the beheading of 

Charles I.
When Charles married a French Catholic princess, Henrietta=Maria, the 

protestant Parliament did not approve of his choice and tried to limit his 
power. But believing in his divine right, the king dismissed the Parliament 
and ruled for eleven years without it. 

In 1640, however, he convened the Parliament because he desperately 
needed money to ýght a war against the Scots. As a condition for supplying 
the money, the Parliament requested that he should abandon his Catholic-
centered policies, which infuriated the king. In 1642, he tried to arrest some 
members of parliament but they escaped and set up their own army outside 
London. This rivalry between the monarchy and the Parliament gave rise to 
the English Civil War, the most violent upheaval in British history.

The leader of the Parliamentary force was Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658), 
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a Puritan with a rigorous personality. He soon grasped command over 
moderate members of Parliament and came to lead the ñRoundheadsò. This 
force mainly consisted of Puritan parliamentary members and people who 
were opposed to heavy taxes such as the ones charged on merchant ships. 
They fought against the ñCavaliersò who took the kingôs side.

After initial Royalistsô successes, Cromwellôs ñNew Model Armyò won 
important battles and Charles was taken prisoner. The king was found guilty 
of treason and executed in public on January 30th, 1649.

Many Britons now think the execution of the king was going too far. 
Some of them even romanticise his death as a tragedy. In reality, however, 
before captured, Charles had surrendered himself to the Scots, and historians 
suspect it was to make an ally in order to attack England. The Scots, however, 
handed him over to the English Parliamentary force. How unstylish!  It was 
indeed fortunate of him to have had himself painted by van Dyck.

The Restoration
The later Stuart kings were not so aesthetically fortunate or sensitive.
After Cromwell died, his son was unable to subdue the conþicts between 

the Parliament and the Army, which invited anarchy. In 1660, the governor-
general of Scotland George Monck negotiated with the Parliament and 

5

10

15

Chapter 1     The Troubled Kings

Fig. 2　1066 and All That (1930)　 John Reynolds




