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PREFACE TO ORIGINAL EDITION 
OF VOLUME 1 

To write the history of someone else's country is, no doubt, to take a terrible 
liberty. Judging by the reticence which professional scholars show before pro
nouncing on minor episodes in the past of their own country, it would seem that 
only the young and foolhardy might attempt to publish their thoughts on other 
people's millennia. A proper appreciation of the complexities of the task deters 
most of those best qualified to perform it. An Englishman who has dared to 
write a History of Poland, therefore, must be aware that any number of Polish 
scholars know vastly more about the subject than he does. At the same time, free 
from the burdens of their knowledge and from political circumstances which 
inhibit the expression of independent views, he can still hope to contribute 
perspectives and insights of value. Fortitude, no less than Modesty, must be his 
constant companions. 

This study is not inspired by any particular ideology. It cannot claim to be 
objective, of course, since objectivity is always impossible. Like all history 
books, it had to be written through the distorting medium of the mind of the 
historian, whose private quirks necessarily select a finite quantity of informa
tion from the infinite details of past reality. It can faithfully reproduce that 
reality no more than a two-dimensional photograph, formed through the 
refracting glass of the camera's lens, can produce an accurate picture of the 
three-dimensional world. The historian, like the camera, always lies. He is 
incapable of telling the whole truth. All he can do is to recognize the particu
lar distortions to which his work is inevitably subject, and to avoid the grosser 
forms of retouching and excision. Like the photographer who demonstrates 
the effect on his picture of all the available light filters, he can present the var
ious interpretations of controversial issues with equal prominence, and refrain 
from arbitrary judgements. By so doing, he can hope if not to be objective, 
then at least to be impartial. 

In this regard, a note on the historian's private philosophy of history may not 
be entirely irrelevant. Two formative influences have tended to pull me in oppo
site directions. A period of study at the Jagiellonian University in Cracow, 
where the requirements for the doctoral examinations included reading matter 
of a distinctly ideological nature, certainly aroused my curiosity about the prob
lem of Causality. Whilst not converting me to the cogency of Marxism, 
Leninism, or Marxism-Leninism, it did reinforce my earlier suspicions that 
something akin to 'historical forces' might exist, and might be responsible in 
part for the way that things happen. Concurrently, an earlier period of study in 
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the School of Modern History at Oxford under the tuition of Mr A. J. P. Taylor 
did not pass entirely into oblivion. Unlike our illustrious predecessor at 
Magdalen College, Edward Gibbon, I cannot pretend that my years at Oxford 
'were the most idle and unprofitable of my whole life'. I did not accept that Mr 
Taylor's inimitable opinions are invariably perverse, and I respect his prompt
ings that both chance, and the will of individual human beings, play their part 
in directing the course of events. As a result, in trying to reconcile the contrary 
influences, I have come to hold that Causality is not composed exclusively of 
determinist, individualist, or random elements, but from a combination of all 
three. In any given historical situation, I insist at the start on identifying a matrix 
of social, economic, cultural, institutional, military, personal, and dynamic 
political factors which are pertinent to all further developments. But there I 
draw the line. I think that the matrix of historical forces determines the limits of 
the possible, but does not, and cannot determine what course events will subse
quently take within those given limits. I believe that a range of choices is always 
available to individuals, especially to those set in positions of authority, and that 
their response to the options before them can influence mankind's fate deci
sively. In the realm of human motivation, I happen to believe in the primacy of 
the irrational, seeing Reason as the servant, not as the master of our fears, emo
tions, and instincts. Finally, I believe that all human beings are fallible; that all 
leaders of men are inadequate to their calling: and that the results of their 
actions are rarely an exact measure of what they intended. As Bismarck once 
remarked, they are not so much in full control of events, as in a position occa
sionally to deflect them. When they fail to do either, they lay themselves open to 
what the ancients called Fate or Providence, what the moderns call Accidents, 
and what the British call 'muddling through'. In short, life is not entirely absurd; 
but it is not entirely rational either. Among British and American scholars, atti
tudes of this sort are not uncommon; but whether they find any coherent expres
sion in the text only the reader can judge. 

In writing the history of a modern country, however, philosophical reflections 
must often take second place to more practical problems. Among them is 
the problem of hindsight. On the one hand, the cautious historian is bound to 
wonder whether the teleological exercise of tracing the origins of a modern state 
or nation from the present into the past is essentially unhistorical. It tends to 
confuse antecedent and postcedent with cause and effect, and obliterates the 
multifarious alternatives which faced the actors of the drama at each stage of 
their progress. It justifies the course of events in terms of their outcome. In the 
Polish case, it suggests that the present People's Republic of Poland is the one 
and only conceivable product of the historical process. On the other hand, the 
historian is unable to deny that he is living in the fourth quarter of the twentieth 
century, and not in the Dark Ages, and that he is blessed with the benefit of hind
sight whether he likes it or not. Nor can he ignore the interests of his readers, 
whose curiosity about a modern country will have more probably been aroused 
by the happenings of their own times than by any thirst for knowledge about the 
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remoter past. He is bound to pay some special attention to those aspects of his 
subject most closely connected to the world in which we live. 

There is, above all, the capital problem of definition. For the historian who 
aims to write a comprehensive survey of a European country, the really difficult 
task lies less in the interpretation of historical facts than in defining what facts 
are supposed to be interpreted. In this regard, it is much easier to discredit the 
syntheses of rivals and predecessors than to construct a coherent scheme for 
oneself. Oddly enough, modern Marxist-Leninist historians in Poland have 
swallowed the old nationalist ideology hook, line, and sinker. Although their 
socio-economic analysis of the development of the Polish national community 
represents a new tack in modern historiography, their unquestioning acceptance 
of the permanent existence of that community throughout recorded history 
stands in complete agreement with the definition of Polish History as assumed 
by pre-war nationalist scholars. Very few Polish historians have doubted the 
contention that the Polish community of their own day was the sole legitimate 
claimant to the soil on which they live, and that they are the natural and exclu
sive heirs of all those earlier communities who occupied those same lands. Yet 
such a contention, though politically convenient, is demonstrably false. The citi
zens of the People's Republic do not have the same things in common as the citi
zens of pre-war Poland, still less with the subjects of the stateless Polish nation 
of the nineteenth century or of the Kingdom and Republic of earlier times. 

A more cautious approach would suggest that nothing in our present under
standing of European History permits us to view the growth of its constituent 
nations as an 'autonomous . . . organic . . . process'. There is something to be 
said for analysing the development of states and institutions from that point of 
view, but nothing for applying it to the development of nations. In Poland's 
case, where the existence of the state has been intermittent, and only partly coin
cidental with the life of the nation, it would seem to be quite inappropriate. 

In my view, the historian has no safe choice but to examine the pieces of the 
puzzle separately, with no hope of fitting Society, State, and Nation into some 
neat and consequential pattern. I do not maintain, of course, that Polish History 
is completely fortuitous or disjointed. What I do say is, firstly that the role of 
arbitrary external influences and of foreign powers has been no less important 
than that of coherent domestic forces; and, secondly, that the instances of dis
continuity are no less in evidence than the strands of continuity. 

In the history of the Polish State, the established order has been overturned on 
at least five occasions - in 1138, in 1795, in 1813, in 1864, and in 1939. On each 
occasion, all concrete manifestations of a unified political community were lost. 
At the end of each disembodiment - in 1320, 1807, 1815, 1918, and 1944 - the 
new order which came into being owed little to its predecessors, and was 
obliged to make a fresh start, in new conditions and under new management. 
Similarly, in the history of the Polish nation, the destiny of its members has been 
fused for long periods and in the most intimate way with that of other peoples 
- in the early centuries with the Czechs and other Slavs; from 1385 to 1793 with 
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the peoples of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania; from 1772 to 1918, with the 
peoples of the Russian, German, and Austrian Empires; and over the entire span 
of recorded history to the Final Solution of 1941-4 with the Askenazy Jews. In 
strong contrast to conditions which prevailed for centuries prior to the Second 
World War, the present situation, where the limits of the Polish People's 
Republic are virtually coterminous with the homeland of a homogeneous and 
nationally-conscious Polish nation, is unprecedented. It represents a radical 
break with the past. 

A volume which aims to occupy a neutral position on the national question, 
is unlikely to win the acclaim of its Polish readers. Equally, it goes without say
ing that the political authorities in Warsaw will fail to praise a work that tries 
to treat Poland's relationship with each of her neighbours in an even-handed 
manner. The ideologists of the regime will be unable to approve an account 
which rejects the organic nature of the historical process. More importantly, the 
great majority of Poles, irrespective of their political persuasions, will be disap
pointed to read a work which fails to confirm their most cherished beliefs. For 
them, Polish History is a cause, an ideal, a political instrument. For the inde
pendent historian, it is merely an object of study. Whatever his private feelings, 
the historian cannot assume that Poland has any special moral worth, or supe
rior mission, or even any absolute right to exist. He must simply describe how 
it arose; how it has changed; what it has contributed to European civilization; 
and what it has meant to different people at different times. For my part, I see 
Poland as an immensely complex phenomenon — both land, and state, and 
nation, and culture: a community in constant flux, forever transmuting its com
position, its view of itself, and its raison d'etre: in short, a puzzle with no clear 
solution. As one of my audience so bitterly complained when I once tried to 
explain this point of view to a seminar at Harvard University: 'You make it 
sound as if Polish History were normal'. 

For British and American readers, of course, an impartial 'History of Poland' 
needs no apology. A country which has occupied such a central place in 
European affairs, which has supplied some of Britain and America's most 
prominent ethnic minorities, and which has endured more than its share of 
Europe's troubles, has regularly escaped the due attention of historical scholars. 
Polish affairs, like those of many countries beyond the frontier of power 
and prestige, have usually been reduced to an intermittent flow of news items -
inadequately researched, briefly mentioned at moments of crisis, and quickly 
forgotten. They have usually been presented to the English-speaking world, 
either by Germans or Russians seeking to justify their malpractices, or by Poles 
and Jews pleading their special causes. They have been shrouded behind the 
veils of political interest, national pride, and linguistic obscurity, and have 
rarely been revealed in the flesh. Polish History books, written by Polish schol
ars for a Polish audience, make strange reading when translated into English. 
Large composite works such as the Cambridge History of Poland of 1941-50 
launched by W. F. Reddaway,1 or the History of Poland edited by Stefan 
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Kieniewicz and others in 1968,2 are not readily digestible; whilst tracts inspired 
by the two World Wars such as those of Allison Philips, Lord Eversley, or 
W. J. Rose, have not outlived the political necessities which gave them birth.3 

Yet very few comprehensive surveys of Polish History, written by British or 
American scholars with the British and American readership in mind, have ever 
been attempted. When the present volume finds its way into print, it will be one 
of the very few products of its kind since Professor W. F. Morfill's pioneering 
effort in 1893.4 

Furthermore, Polish History displays many qualities of intrinsic interest. The 
decline and fall of the old Republic, from grandeur to annihilation, is both ter
rible and pathetic. As Ferdinand Lot remarked in relation to a more familiar 
stricken civilization: 'the tragedy of a world which did not wish to die presents 
a spectacle as entrancing as anything which the historian or sociologist is ever 
likely to see'. In more recent times, Polish experiences have stood in marked 
contrast to the events which moulded the British and American traditions. The 
Poles have been politically defeated, and economically deprived for longer than 
anyone can remember. For the British and Americans who until recently tended 
to assume that victory and prosperity were their birthright, the Polish example 
offers ample food for thought. On the European scale, Poland is the underdog 
of them all. In Michelet's words, 'it is the most human of nations'.5 

A sceptical stance towards methodology has necessarily conditioned the con
tents and structure of the following study. It has meant, for instance, that no 
claim can be made for it to be a 'synthesis', but only a 'survey' or 'outline'. It has 
given the comments a heterodox character, redolent of the hopeless habits of 
English empiricism, mixed with a dash of Angst and perhaps with a grain of 
Charity. The doubts are fully justified. It is all very unsatisfactory. It would be 
nice to have a theory; but I do not have one. It would be nice to give simple 
answers to simple questions such as 'Where was Poland?', or 'Who is a Pole, and 
who is not?'. But I cannot. All I have to offer are a few facts, and a few obser
vations. 

By way of consolation, close attention has been paid to the practical aspects 
of structure and arrangement. Equal space has been given to thematic and 
chronological chapters. After a series of introductory essays discussing 
Historiography, Historical Geography, and the early Polish dynasties up to 
1572, the body of the book is divided into two main blocks, separated at the cru
cial breaking-point of 1795. The first block, entitled The Life and Death of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Republic traces the history of the Polish-Lithuanian Union 
from its initiation in 1569 to its collapse at the Third Partition. The second block 
entitled The Growth of the Modern Nation traces the attempts to build a nation 
from the fragments of the old Republic and to restore a measure of national sov
ereignty. It runs from the Third Partition to the end of the Second World War 
in 1945, when the existence of a Polish national state was finally confirmed. Each 
block contains a group of chapters discussing the principal religious, social, eco
nomic, constitutional, and diplomatic themes of longer duration, followed by a 
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group of narrative chapters. Together they constitute the warp and the woof of 
a close-knit texture designed to convey a sense of the complex relationships, and 
confused reverberations, of public and social life. The final chapter presents a 
review of events in the Polish People's Republic in the years since the Second 
World War. Its concluding section, a personal and impressionistic piece, is 
based on an article which first appeared in The Times of 2.7 October 1972 as 'A 
Magical Mystery Tour of Poland'. 

The content matter is as catholic as space allows. In view of the unfamiliarity 
of Polish History to most British and American readers, the treatment of 
weighty events has been sweetened with a mild infusion of anecdotes, epitaphs, 
bons mots, ditties, hymns, songs, poems, travelogues, lyrical evocations, and 
antiquarian curiosities - in short with a selection of all those historical whimsi
calities which scientific scholars judge unworthy of their genius. 

Space has been found for historical documents and literary extracts to be 
quoted at length in each chapter. The purpose here was to provide some con
crete details to interrupt the flow of tedious summaries which would otherwise 
dominate this outline of a very large subject. The selection of texts cannot be 
fully representative, of course. But an account which evokes some sense of the 
infinite specifics of human affairs is less likely to deform than one that talks 
exclusively in sweeping generalizations. Given due warning of the dangers of 
selectivity, the reader will reach no harm if he glimpses the rich profusion of 
source materials on which students of Polish History can draw. 

Space has also been found for a limited quantity of encyclopaediac informa
tion. Here, the interests of form and readability have had to be reconciled with 
the need to provide suitable leads for further investigation, and to remedy the 
disgraceful gaps with regard to Polish affairs in many standard British and 
American reference works. 

Notes have been kept to a minimum. Bibliographical references have been 
provided at the end of the book for passages which draw heavily on secondary 
materials or on recent research. Needless to say, the mention of source materi
als does not necessarily imply agreement with any of the opinions expressed 
therein. 

Due warning was given by the publishers that the modern reader is easily 
frightened by foreign languages. This is a great pity, since much of the flavour 
of East European History comes from the rich linguistic variety of the sources. 
None the less, all foreign texts and quotations have been put into English, and 
only a few have been left with the original text in parallel. Wherever possible, 
foreign verse has been versified in English. Except where indicated, all transla
tions from the Latin, Polish, Russian, French, German, and Italian, are my own 
work. 

Place-names cause endless trouble and fascination. In a work of Polish 
History, it would have been relatively simple to put all such names into their 
Polish form. But such a policy would have led to many anachronisms; and an 
attempt has been made in each instance to find the form most appropriate to the 
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relevant time and historical context. The main lines of this exercise are summa
rized in the course of Volume II, Chapter 21. 

No work of this size and scope could be written without the assistance of 
friends and colleagues. Many of the controversial passages have been read in 
draft by specialists who were kind enough to offer the benefit of their critical 
advice. In this regard, the author's thanks are due to the following: Robert Auty, 
James Bolton, Maureen Burke, Jan Ciechanowski, Olga Crisp, Bohdan 
Czaykowski, Daniel Davies, Tony French, Jozef Gierowski, Alexander 
Gieysztor, Maria Gimbutas, Karol Gorski, Ian Hamilton, Gershon Hundert, 
Waclaw Jedrzejewicz, Richard Jenkins, Dolek Juzwenko, Stefan Kieniewicz, 
Antoni Maczak, Isabel de Madariaga, Boleslaw Mazur, David Morgan, Laszlo 
Peter, Hugh Seton-Watson, Janusz Tomiak, Eva Travers, Angus Walker, and 
Piotr Wandycz. The author's apologies are due to those whose advice has been 
respectfully ignored. 

The title of this study - 'God's Playground' - may raise some eyebrows. It is 
one of several possible English translations of an old Polish phrase, Bote 
Igrzysko which first appears in the 1580s as the title of Kochanowski's verse 
Czlowiek-Boze Igrzysko (Mankind - Bauble of the Gods), where it is generally 
thought to be a caique of Plautus's pila deorum.6 Bote, meaning 'divine', refers 
in a pagan context to the 'Gods', and in a Christian context to 'God'. Igrzysko, 
being a diminutive noun derived from an old form of the verb igrac, 'to play', 
can be variously translated as a 'bauble' or 'plaything' (with which one plays): 
as a 'comedy' or 'drama' (that is played); as the 'actor', 'comedian', or 'jester' 
(who does the playing); or else as 'the stage'or 'playground'(where things are 
played). In this last sense, it recurs at several points in Polish literature, and can 
be aptly used as an epithet for a country where fate has frequently played mis
chievous tricks, and where a lively sense of humour has always formed an essen
tial item of equipment in the national survival kit. It may not be unduly 
scientific, but among readers in general, even among historians, it may conceiv
ably recall Montesquieu's view that all forms of folly are permissible so long as 
they are not expressed with solemnity. In Polish circles, the national history is 
sometimes discussed in markedly reverential tones; and the 'high-priests' of 
official ideology are not noted for their wit. Even so, it is hoped that a good-
humoured and open-minded approach is not necessarily lacking in respect, and 
that it may find some understanding among those who have always viewed the 
'jesters', from Stanczyk, Potocki, and Zablocki onwards, as skilled purveyors of 
the Polish tradition.7 

In the twelve months since the text of the present volume was completed, lit
tle has happened to disturb its main contentions. The political stalemate in 
Poland stays unresolved. The food queues and the opposition groups still loom 
large; but the authorities have done nothing to disperse either the one or the 
other. The direr prophecies of open insurrection or of Soviet intervention have 
not been fulfilled. In November 1978, the Sixtieth Anniversary of National 
Independence was marked by a series of offical and unofficial celebrations. The 
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state-controlled media gave prominence to the 7-8 November - the anniver
saries of the Russian Revolution and of Daszynski's improvised People's 
Government in Lublin; whilst the Church and the populace at large saved their 
rejoicings for the traditional date of 11 November. Numerous academic gather
ings debated the significance of the events of 1918. Party apologists spared no 
chance to minimize the role of Jozef Pilsudski and to conceal the fact that the 
Polish communist movement had been opposed to national independence at 
that juncture. Almost all the commentators followed a characteristically san
guine line of argumentation, assuming that the will of the Polish people had 
somehow been sufficient in itself to realize the nation's supposedly uniform 
aspirations. It was a rare voice indeed which tried to balance a sober assessment 
of the international situation in 1918 with a proper appreciation of the compli
cated state of Polish public opinion. 

In terms of personal achievement, 1978 saw two events worthy of note. In 
June, the State and Party authorities widely publicized the propulsion into orbit 
by a Soviet spaceship of Colonel Miroslaw Hermaszewski. On 16 October, the 
entire Polish nation swelled with joy and pride at the elevation of Cardinal 
Karol Wojtyla, Archbishop of Cracow, to be Pope John Paul II. The contrast 
between the stage-managed festivities surrounding the first Pole in the cosmos 
and the spontaneous delirium surrounding the first Pole at the head of the 
Papacy spoke worlds about the true condition of Poland today. The obvious 
symbolism — of the Polish passenger in an artificial Soviet satellite and of the 
vibrant Polish leader at the helm of the Vatican - was lost on nobody. The one, 
in succession to Lajka, was furthering the cause of modern science and of mili
tary technology; the other, in the steps of St. Peter, was strengthening the cause 
of traditional religion and spirituality. 

The full impact of John Paul II's pontificate cannot possibly be gauged at this 
early date; but there can be little doubt that it has already done more to reinforce 
Poland's Catholic and western identity, than any other event in living memory. 
The simple fact that this self-confessed son of the Polish soil has been proved 
papabile will serve to raise the self-esteem of all his compatriots, to boost their 
morale, and to strengthen their resolve in all their international dealings. The 
new Pope is well aware of the implications. In his inaugural statement on 2.3 
October 1978, he addressed himself to his compatriots irrespective of their 
beliefs, and drew their attention to the true meaning of Patriotism, which he 
specifically disassociated from all forms of 'narrow nationalism and chauvin
ism'. 'The love of our country unites us all', he declared, 'and must act as a bond 
over and above all our differences.' Earlier in the year, in his last sermon in 
Cracow in celebration of the Third of May, he had expounded the theme still 
more explicitly: 

For everything that we have lived through in the course of our history, especially in the 
most painful periods of partition, occupation, insurrection, struggle, and suffering, has 
had the effect of pumping both the historical and the contemporary life of the entire Nation 
through the heart of every Pole. Nothing which is Polish can be alien or indifferent to Him. 
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It was the great poet Stanislaw Wyspianski who asked his listeners to gather round a little 
girl, to whom he said, 'What can you hear beating there inside you? It's your heart. And 
that heart is what Poland really is. ' . . . 

After all, each one of us possesses a heritage within us-a heritage to which generations 
and centuries of achievement and calamity, of triumph and failure, have contributed: a 
heritage which somehow takes deeper root and grows new tissues from every one of us. 
We cannot live without it. It is our soul. It is this heritage, variously labelled the 
Fatherland or the Nation, by which we live. As Christians, we live by this Polish heritage, 
this Polish Millennium, this Polish Christianity of ours. Such is the law of reality . . . 

For believers and unbelievers alike, these were powerful words indeed, to be 
heeded by some, to be feared by others, but to be respected by all. 

The final preparation of a large typescript further increases an author's 
indebtedness to collaborators and patrons. In this regard, I wish to acknowledge 
the assistance of Mr. Ken Wass of University College, London, who undertook 
the technical drawing of most of my maps and diagrams: of Andrzej Suchcitz 
and Marek Siemaszko, who compiled the index: of the Publications Committee 
of the School of Slavonic and East European Studies: and especially of the De 
Brzezie Lanckoronski Foundation, which provided a generous subsidy. 

Wolvercote, 3 May 1979. 
Norman Davies. 
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A Thousand Years of History 

The earliest documentary record from that part of Europe which is now called 
Poland, dates from AD 965 to 966. In those years, Ibrahim-Ibn-Jakub, a Moorish 
Jew from Tortosa in Spain, accompanied the Khalif of Cordoba on an embassy 
to central Europe. He visited Prague, and possibly Cracow, which lay at the time 
within the kingdom of the Czechs. Fragments of his report were known to later 
Arab geographers: 

The lands of the Slavs stretch from the Syrian Sea to the Ocean in the north . . . They com
prise numerous tribes, each different from the other . . . At present, there are four kings: 
the king of the Bulgars; Bojeslav, King of Faraga, Boiema and Karako; Mesko, King of 
the North; and Nakon on the border of the Wes t . . . 

As far as the realm of Mesko is concerned, this is the most extensive of their lands. It 
produces an abundance of food, meat, honey, and fish. The taxes collected by the King 
from commercial goods are used for the support of his retainers. He keeps three thou
sand armed men divided into detachments . . . and provides them with everything they 
need, clothing, horses, and weapons . . . The dowry system is very important to the Slavs, 
and is similar to the customs of the Berbers. When a man possesses several daughters or 
a couple of sons, the former become a source of wealth, the latter a source of great pres
tige. 

In general, the Slavs are violent, and inclined to aggression. If not for the disharmony 
amongst them, caused by the multiplication of factions and by their fragmentation into 
clans, no people could match their strength. They inhabit the richest limits of the lands 
suitable for settlement, and most plentiful in means of support. They are specially ener
getic in agriculture . . . Their trade on land and sea reaches to the Ruthenians and to 
Constantinople . . . 

Their women, when married, do not commit adultery. But a girl, when she falls in love 
with some man or other, will go to him and quench her lust. If a husband marries a girl 
and finds her to be a virgin, he says to her, 'If there were something good in you, men 
would have desired you, and you would certainly have found someone to take your vir
ginity'. Then he sends her back, and frees himself from her. 

The lands of the Slavs are the coldest of all. When the nights are moonlit and the days 
clear, the most severe frosts occur . . . The wells and ponds are covered with a hard shell 
of ice, as if made of stone. When people breathe, icicles form on their beards, as if made 
of glass . . . 

They have no bath-houses as such, but they do make use of wooden huts (for bathing). 
They build a stone stove, on which, when it is heated, they pour water . . . They hold a 



4 MILLENIUM 

bunch of grass in their hands, and waft the steam around. Then their pores open, and all 
excess matter escapes from their bodies. This hut is called al-istba. 

Their kings travel in great carriages, on four wheels. From the corners of the carriage 
a cradle is slung on chains, so that the passenger is not shaken by the motion. They pre
pare similar carriages for the sick and injured . . . 

The Slavs wage war with the Byzantines, with the Franks and Langobards, and with 
other peoples, conducting themselves in battle with varying success.1 

Mieszko I, King of the North, or 'Mesko' as Ibrahim's Czech hosts called 
him, was understandably of special interest to the visitor from Spain. In that 
same year, when the Corbodan embassy arrived in Prague, Mieszko betrothed 
the Czech king's daughter, Dubravka, and took her to his Polish home in 
Poznan. In the following year, as part of the marriage agreement, he renounced 
the pagan religion of his ancestors, and was baptized into the Christian faith. 
Mieszko was in no sense a national monarch of the sort imagined by nineteenth-
century romantics. He was chief of the Polanie or Polanians, one of the numer
ous Slav tribes of the period. He was a warlord, whose fluctuating territory 
reflected little else but the ebb and flow of military success. He was as ready to 
plunder his various Slav neighbours as he was, on occasion, to make common 
cause with Germans or Czechs alike. Of all his feats, like those of his grandson 
Canute in Denmark and England, none but his baptism was permanent. By this 
one act, he brought his people into the world of western culture and Latin liter
acy. He prepared the way for the creation in the succeeding reign of the ecclesi
astical province of Poland with its see at Gniezno. He started the recorded 
history of the Poles which has continued without a break from that day to this. 

The events of a thousand years are as daunting to the historian who has to 
expound them, as to the reader who wants to learn about them. They are too 
complex to be comprehended in bulk; and served in one lump, are entirely indi
gestible. As a result, they are customarily divided into chronological groups, or 
periods. For some historians, this 'periodization' is no more than an empirical 
exercise, like the work of a chef who divides the meal into separate dishes, 
arranging the ingredients according to his individual art and the dictates of 
digestion. For others, it is a matter of high seriousness, guided by the laws of 
philosophy and science. It is one of the unavoidable tasks of the trade. The man
ner in which it is undertaken reveals much, not only about History but also 
about the historian. 

The earliest writers on historical matters did not attempt to periodize their 
subject. As chroniclers they are often dismissed as men whose fragments, fables, 
and ecclesiastical tales 'abused the privilege of fiction'. In Poland, as elsewhere 
in Europe, they were mainly learned clerics, writing in Latin about the heroes of 
the Faith or the glories of the ruling house. Gallus Anonimus, 'the Anonymous 
Gaul' (d. 1118), was a Benedictine monk from France who related the reign of 
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Boleslaus the Wry-mouthed. Wincenty Kadlubek, also known as Master 
Vincent (d. 1223), sometime student of the Sorbonne and Bishop of Cracow, 
composed a chronicle on the model of Livy, filling the considerable gaps in his 
knowledge with moral homilies or with recherche and entirely inappropriate 
classical digressions. His terms of reference as laid down by his patron, Casimir 
the Just, were 'to endow posterity with the honesty of their ancestors'. Janko of 
Czarnkow, (d. 1387) was more political, detailing the events of his own lifetime, 
and, as he saw it, the misdemeanours of Louis of Anjou.2 

Jan Dlugosz (Longinus, 1415-80), Canon of Cracow and royal tutor, is often 
regarded as Poland's first historian. He has also been described as the 'greatest 
medieval publicist', using his vast literary output to defend the position and 
privileges of the Church and clergy. He was one of the pioneers in collecting and 
recording historical sources, both documentary and oral. He spent many years 
of his life touring the monastic libraries and cathedral chapters of the country, 
copying manuscripts, and interviewing eyewitnesses of prominent events. He 
was certainly one of the most endearing of chroniclers, and laced his learned 
panegyrics to the Polish kings with intimate, personal anecdotes. Of the twelfth-
century monarch, Wladyslaw II, for example, he tells how the Prince, preparing 
to bivouac in the forest, turned to his hunting companion with the words: 'It's 
as soft as for your lady with her knight', and received the reply: 'or for your 
queen with her bishop'. The twelve books of his Historia Polonica (Polish 
History) contain little sense of analysis. His aim, as he said, was simply 'to 
recover the memory of great men from their ashes'. He lived in a world where 
Causality was still ruled by Providence: where the concept of Progress had not 
been invented: and where History, as the science of the development of human 
affairs, would have been thought quite pointless. In the medieval view, mankind 
does not advance. Rather, with every year that passes, it retreats ever further 
from that original state of grace whose recovery is the only conceivable goal of 
our existence. Even so, Dlugosz was well aware that historical study has moral 
and didactic value. 'Unlike philosophy', he wrote, 'which merely arouses people 
and excites them, History . . . permits us to look, as through a mirror, on every
thing relating to heroism, wisdom, modesty, piety, and human folly.'3 

The sixteenth-century chroniclers did not question earlier assumptions. 
Maciej Miechowita's Chronica Polonorum (Chronicle of the Poles) of 1519 con
tinued Dlugosz's narrative up to his own day. The Kronika wszystkiego swiata 
(Chronicle of the Whole World, 1551) of Marcin Bielski (1495-1575) was the 
earliest historical work composed in the Polish vernacular. The Chronica 
Polonica (Polish Chronicle, 1555) of Marcin Kromer (1512-89), Bishop of 
Warmia, was full of fables and fine illustrations, and was a best-seller. 

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw the art of the chronicler 
adorned with extravagant poetic flourishes and with increasing social interest. 
A justly renowned Polish translation of Tasso's Gerusalemme Liberata, pub
lished in 1618 by Piotr Kochanowski, nephew of the poet, set the style for 
numerous works of contemporary history. Samuel Twardowski (1600-60) 
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recorded outstanding events in the reigns of the Vasa kings in 35,000 tredeci-
mosyllabic verses. The Arian, Waclaw Potocki (1621-96), composed a lesser 
quantity of epic verse of still greater literary and historical value, notably in his 
Wojna okocimska (The War of Chocim, 1670). Wespazjan Kochowski 
(1633-1700) combined Polish psalmody with important work in Latin on cur
rent affairs. His Annalium Poloniae . . . Climacter Primus (1683), Secundus 
(1688), and Tertius (1698) contain a mine of detailed information on the politi
cal and international crises of his lifetime. The earlier Renaissance tradition of 
social comment and satire was developed by Szymon Starowolski (1588-1656), 
and by the two Opalinski brothers, Krzysztof (1610-56) and Lukasz (1612-84). 
Personal memoirs, rich in social and political observation, were written by Jan 
Pasek (1636-1701), Marcin Matuszewicz (d. 1784), and Jedrzej Kitowicz 
(1728-1804). 

The first historians in the modern sense appeared during the Enlightenment, 
among them Adam Naruszewicz (1733—96), Bishop of Smolensk. Despite his 
episcopal dignity, he 'subjected the workings of Providence to critical examina
tion and launched a campaign for the collection and publication of historical 
documents. Although he was preparing the ground for work on the whole of 
Polish History, his own six volumes of Historia narodu polskiego (A History of 
the Polish Nation), which began to appear in 1780, did not reach beyond the 
fourteenth century. As with other monarchists of the pre-nationalist era, he 
divided the past along dynastic lines. Naruszewicz identified the Piast Period 
from earliest times to 1386, the Jagiellonian Period from 1387 to 1572, and the 
period of Elective Monarchy from 1572 to his own day.4 (See Diagram A.) 

Naruszewicz died at the time when the Polish monarchy had just been 
destroyed, and his simple, monarchist outlook could not long satisfy his succes
sors. His mantle was assumed in due course by a man of a completely different 
stamp. Joachim Lelewel (1786-1861) was an active republican, who in 1824 was 
removed by the Tsarist authorities from the Chair of History at Wilno. In 
1830—1, he was a Minister in Warsaw in the insurrectionary government. 
Thereafter, he lived in exile in Brussels. In 1847, he was elected vice-president of 
an International Democratic Society, relinquishing his office in the following 
year to Karl Marx. Like Marx, Lelewel's view of history contained a strong mes
sianic streak, but with time assumed a much more bizarre and speculative char
acter. He elaborated a theory of Slavic 'Gminowiadztwo' (communal 
self-government) whereby the Poles were seen to possess a natural predilection 
for democracy, and the whole of their history was interpreted as a struggle for 
freedom. Hence he divided Polish History into alternating periods of Liberty, 
and of Servitude. The first period, from earliest times to the Testament of 
Boleslaus the Wry-mouthed in 1138, was one of primitive self-government 
where the immemorial customs of the race were preserved by the rule of benevo
lent princes. In the second period from 1139 to the Statute of KoiSice of 1374, the 
Polish nation fell beneath the tyranny of baronial rule, thereby losing control of 
its destiny. From 1374 to the Third Partition of 1795, Liberty reasserted itself in 
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the form of the Noble Democracy of the old Kingdom and Republic. The final 
period of Servitude was initiated by the Partitions, and lasted until the time 
when Lelewel was writing. Needless to say, Lelewel's historical scheme was 
closely allied to his political programme. His Dzieje Polski potocznym 
sposobem opowiedziane (Poland's Past Recounted in a Familiar Way, 1829) 
became a bible for the thousands of insurrectionaries and emigres of his gener
ation. In it, he described the role of the Polish nation as that of an 'ambassador 
to humanity', whose sufferings were meant to inspire the world and whose spe
cial mission demanded the rejection of worldly trappings and success. In short, 
he invented a historiosophical variant of Mickiewicz's allegory of Poland as the 
'Christ among Nations'.5 

Lelewel's theories proved particularly seductive for his contemporaries, and 
the disasters of two abortive Risings, in 1830 and in 1863, were needed before 
Polish historians were weaned away from them. In the interval, much of the 
pioneering work on Polish History was undertaken in Germany. Among the 
Poles, it was left to the Cracow School forming round the 'Stanczyk Group' of 
Jozef Szujski (1835-83), Walerian Kalinka (1826-86), and Michat Bobrzynski 
(1849-1935) to bring the subject back to earth.6 

Of all the Stanczyks, Bobrzynski perhaps did most to popularize their point 
of view. As Professor at the Jagiellonian University he was a leading specialist 
in medieval law; and as Governor of Galicia, he was one of the highest placed 
Poles in the public life of his day. As author of Dzieje Polski w zarysie (Poland's 
Past in Outline), which between 1877 in Cracow and 1944 in Jerusalem ran 
through at least five editions, he exercised considerable influence over the Polish 
reading public. Among his many contributions, he realized that periodization 
was an important and neglected subject, and discussed it in a number of 
methodological articles. In his own work, he adopted a common-sense scheme 
based mainly on political considerations, and proposed three simple periods -
Primitive, Medieval, and Modern. He placed his dividing lines at 1241, the date 
of the Mongol invasion; at 1505 with the constitution of Nihil Novi; and finally 
at 1795 at the Third Partition. The Primitive Period was characterized by the 
patriarchal governments of tribal lords and early Piast dynasts; the Medieval 
Period by the independent development of society; and the Modern Period by 
the indefatigable struggle between the adherents and the opponents of noble 
privilege.7 

Bobrzynski's scheme led to a wave of polemics. 'Sub-periods' and 'transi
tional periods' were proposed by those who could not bear the arbitrariness of 
simple divisions. The nature and the relevance of the 'turning-point' and the 
'dividing line' were thoroughly examined. Szujski confined his criticisms to the 
ineptness of Bobrzynski's scheme in the realm of foreign affairs; whilst Tadeusz 
Wojciechowski (1838-1919), Professor at Lemberg (Lwow) and the founding 
President of the Polish Historical Society (PTH), argued that the Modern Period 
of Polish History should begin with the outbreak of Chmielnicki's Rebellion in 
the Ukraine in 1648. In effect the most far-reaching revisions were proposed by 



A THOUSAND YEARS OF HISTORY 9 

constitutional historians. Restricting their arguments to the documents of Polish 
legal history, they were able to argue their case more precisely than any of their 
rivals. The scheme proposed by Stanislaw Kutrzeba (1876-1946), Bobrzynski's 
younger colleague at Cracow, as elaborated in his Historia ustroju Polski w 
zarysie (History of Polish Government in Outline, 1905), was one of the more 
cogent: 

Up to AD 965 The Period of Tribal Organization 
965-1200 The Period of Princely Law 
1200-1374 The Period of Independent Jurisdictions 
1374-1569 The Period of the Estates 
1569-1763 The Period of Noble Supremacy 
1764-1795 The Period of Reform.8 

Methodological debates of this sort were taking place all over Europe at that 
time, and show that Polish scholars played their part in the establishment of 
History as a coherent academic discipline. 

However, the work of the Stanczyk Group - who took their name from that 
of the mordant jester of King Sigismund I - also provoked discussions of more 
specific relevance to Polish affairs. The Group had come together in the years 
following the failure of the January Rising of 1863, and had made its initial 
impact by denouncing what appeared to them as the ridiculously romantic pre
tensions of the insurrectionaries. In particular, they attacked the notion that 
Poland's ills were exclusively due to foreign oppression, and urged their col
leagues to examine the causes of Poland's own internal weakness. As 
Bobrzynski himself declared, 'We had no proper government, and that is the one 
and only cause of our collapse'. Szuyski attacked the motives of his contempor
aries more directly. 'History is a surgeon for the fallen warrior', he wrote, 'not 
a nurse for the spoiled child'. In this way, the Stanczyks reserved their special 
brand of caustic wit for all who sought to romanticize Poland's past for the sake 
of modern insurrectionary politics. They compared the irresponsible Golden 
Freedom of the eighteenth-century nobility with the frivolous intrigues and self-
righteous rhetoric of contemporary patriots. In their view, the Liberum Veto 
(the right of the individual to obstruct the will of the community as a whole), the 
Liberum Conspiro (the freedom to conspire against authority), and the Liberum 
Defaecatio (the right to vilify one's opponents) were all Polish traits in the same, 
unfortunate tradition. They held that the destruction of the old republic had 
occurred in the natural course of events, and that all attempts to revive it were 
pointless. In this sense, in their critical stance towards Poland's viability as an 
independent state, they were dubbed 'Pessimists'. The reaction against them 
gained ground in the 1880s, and continued to develop until the First World War. 
Under the leadership of Tadeusz Korzon (1839-1918) and Wladystaw 
Smolenski (1851-192.6), the Warsaw Positivists subjected the findings of the 
Cracovian School to detailed examination, and produced some strikingly dif
ferent conclusions.9 Korzon's Dzieje wewnetrzne Polski za Stanislawa-Augusta 
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(Poland's Internal History under Stanislaw-August, 1880-6) and Smolenski's 
writings on the Polish Enlightenment contrived to stress Poland's economic and 
cultural achievements in the era of political failure. In Cracow, Kalinka diverged 
from his Stanczyk colleagues, believing like De Tocqueville in France that the 
destruction of the Ancien Regime was provoked by the very success of Reform. 
In their separate ways, they all stressed that Poland's tragedies had not been 
caused exclusively by her own failings. To that extent, they gave encouragement 
to people who were working for a national, political revival, and deserved their 
label of 'Optimists'. Korzon's Historia nowozytna (Modern History, 1889) 
treated Polish affairs as an integral part of European developments, contrasting 
sharply with Bobrzynski's both in tone and in substance.10 These rivalries, 
between the Pessimists and the Optimists, have continued to dominate Polish 
historiography from that day to this.11 

The same positivist era laid the foundations of Polish History as a modern sci
ence. The systematic collection and publication of source materials, first started 
by Bishop Naruszewicz, reached impressive proportions. Archives, museums, 
and historical libraries - among them the Archiwum Akt Dawnych (Archive of 
Ancient Records, 1867) in Warsaw, the Czartoryski Collection in Cracow, and 
the Kornik and Raczynski Libraries in Posnania - opened their doors, in each of 
the Partitions. Work began on historical bibliography, notably under the aegis 
of Ludwig Finkel (1858-1930) at Lwow, and on all the auxiliary sciences from 
palaeography and archaeology to genealogy, heraldry, and numismatics. The 
senior historical journals, the Kwartalnik Historyczny (Historical Quarterly, 
1887) first edited in Lwow by Ksawery Liske (1838-91) and the Przeglqd 
Historyczny (Historical Review) in 1909, began long uninterrupted careers, as 
did the main series of documentary collections such as the Monumenta 
Poloniae Historica, the Kodeks Dyplomatyczny Polski, and the Scriptores 
Return Polonicarum. Medieval History flourished in the writings of Stanislaw 
Smolka (1854-1924), Tadeusz Wojciechowski (1838-1919), Karol Potkanski 
(1861-1907), Franciszek Piekosinski (1844-1906), and, of course, of Bobrzynski. 
Constitutional history attracted the attention not only of Kutrzeba, but also of 
Oswald Balzer (1858-1933), Adolf Pawinski (1840-96), and Aleksandr 
Rembowski (1847-1906). Korzon explored the realm of historical demography, 
statistics, and economy. Smolenski pioneered intellectual history and political 
ideas. 

None of the historians writing before the First World War knew what to 
make of the nineteenth century. For them, it was contemporary history, and for 
the censors of the ruling Empires, current affairs. It was at once, dangerously 
political, and scientifically problematical. Without knowing the outcome of the 
national struggle which was still in progress, it was impossible to know whether 
the Partitions had spelt the end of Polish History as a separate subject or not. In 
the absence of a Polish state, it was difficult to give Polish History any organic 
structure. Not until the reappearance of the Polish Republic in 1918 could his
torians regard the period of Partition as a temporary, if somewhat extended, 
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interruption of the thousand-year continuum of the Polish state. In the era of 
Nationalism, which in Eastern Europe persists to the present day, the perman
ent existence of the nation, irrespective of political institutions, has never been 
seriously challenged. 

In the interwar period from 1918 to 1939, the surviving mandarins of the 
Cracovian and Varsovian Schools were joined by a variety of scholars who defy 
simple classification. Szymon Askenazy (1866-1935) at Lwow, and his younger 
disciple in diplomatic history at Warsaw, Marceli Handelsman (1882-1945), 
together with Jan Rutkowski (1886-1949) at Poznan in economic history, com
manded influential followings in the profession. But the over-all picture was 
essentially pluralistic, and by the outbreak of the Second World War no general 
consensus concerning the interpretation of Polish History had been established, 
nor indeed attempted. After the war, prominent scholars such as Oscar Halecki 
(1890-1976), Marian Kukiel (1885-1976), and Wladyslaw Pobog-Malinowski 
(1899-196Z) continued their studies in emigration. Halecki's History of Poland, 
written in 1942. from a Catholic and nationalist standpoint, was one of the very 
few surveys of the subject to be addressed to a foreign readership.12 Kukiel's 
Dzieje Polski porozbiorowej (History of Post-partition Poland), covers the 
period from 1795 to 1864.13 Pobog-Malinowski's Najnowsza historia polity-
czna Polski (Contemporary Polish Political History, 3 vols. 1959-60), written 
from a political position close to that of Jozef Pilsudski, covers the period since 
1864.14 

With the advent of the People's Republic, historiography in Poland was trans
formed. In the words of Lenin on a previous occasion, 'Chaos and arbitrariness, 
which had heretofore dominated people's views on history and politics gave 
way to an astonishingly uniform and harmonious scientific theory.' The theory 
in both cases was Lenin's own version of Marx's historical materialism. In 1948, 
at the First General Congress of Polish Historians, Marxism—Leninism was 
installed as the sole ideological guide to all investigations into Poland's past. 
Henceforth, Polish society was to be seen as the object of a dialectical process, 
which, by the inherent tensions of its contrary elements, propelled itself forward 
inexorably from one stage of development to the next. At any particular 
moment, the involuntary struggle of 'progressive' and 'reactionary' forces 
advanced from crisis to crisis, as the old order was undermined, and replaced by 
the new: and thus ever upward in the dizzy spiral of progress towards the last 
blissful Rose of Communism. 

Marxism-Leninism offered several substantive attractions to Polish histori
ans. Quite apart from its political convenience, it promised to supply that sense 
of organic continuity which had hitherto been signally lacking. It promised to 
interpret the history of the Poles on the same basis as that of neighbouring 
nations, and thus to soothe their wounded pride. It promised to justify the emer
gence of the People's Republic as a natural stage on Poland's bumpy road to 
Communism, and thus to calm the chronic insecurity of the new authorities. It 
promised to banish the concepts of guilt and of individual responsibility, and to 
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explain the horrors of the recent past as the necessary trials of the nation's 
progress towards a better future. Above all, it accepted the nation as a perma
nent and objective reality. In its own special way it combined the Messianism of 
the Romantics, the Realism of the Staficzyks, the Positivism of the Varsovians, 
and the Nationalism of them all. For these reasons, it stood to heal and anaes
thetize and was readily adopted by a whole generation of scholars who had lit
tle ultimate faith in the validity of its precepts. 

Yet the Marxification of History in Poland was no easy matter. For one thing, 
apart from the tiny Association of Marxist Historians founded in 1948 by 
Arnold, Jablonski, and Bobinska, there were virtually no native Marxists. A 
whole generation had to be schooled from scratch by foreign Soviet mentors. 
For another, the schooling had to proceed in the context of Stalinism, where 
genuine ideological concern was shamelessly subordinated to immediate politi
cal considerations. History was to be used as a blunt political instrument with 
which the enemies of the regime could be bludgeoned. As Professor Arnold 
explained at the First Methodological Conference of Polish Historians at 
Otwock in December 1951, 'the only scientific approach to historical problems 
is . . . to treat them as a most terrible ideological weapon directed against the 
rulers of Wall Street.'15 Worst of all, the specific characteristics of Polish History 
did not lend themselves easily to existing models of Marxist or Soviet historiog
raphy. The weakness of slavery in early Polish society, for example, made it 
extremely difficult to adopt Engels's scheme of pre-feudal developments. The 
scarcity of revolutions prior to the seventeenth century made it difficult to be 
precise about the emergence of Feudalism; whilst the superabundance of violent 
eruptions in the subsequent period presented an entirely baffling proliferation of 
socio-economic diversions during the emergence of Capitalism. The absence of 
a sovereign Polish state between 1795 and 1918 prevented any simple adoption 
of Russian models, where the role of the state had always received special 
prominence. From the Marxist point of view it would have been entirely 
respectable to attribute the Partitions to 'unhistoric forces'. But from the reign
ing political point of view this was unthinkable, since the expanded territorial 
base of the Russian Empire, as established by the Partitions and inherited by the 
USSR, was the principal 'socialist achievement' which the People's Republic and 
the new Polish History were now required to defend. In consequence, it is not 
surprising that the Academy of Sciences of the USSR was able to complete a 
'History of Poland' long before Polish historians could agree on a synthesis of 
their own. 

The Soviet Istoriya Pol'shi, published between 1954 and 1965, was in many 
ways a remarkable achievement, not least since it confirms that Poland has a 
continuous historic existence. (Had it been commissioned a few years earlier, 
there is little doubt it would have proved the opposite.) In general, it applies the 
standard Five Stage Scheme, identifying Primitive, Feudal, Capitalist, Socialist, 
and Communist stages of development. But some of its chosen turning-points — 
at 965,1795,1848,1917,1944- are most eccentric. The year 1848, for example, 
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is notable for the fact that the Polish lands were not seriously involved in the 
excitements besetting almost all the surrounding countries. It is a crucial date in 
German History, and in the Marxist movement, but not, unfortunately, in 
Poland. So to make it the starting-point of the Capitalist stage in Polish History 
is slightly odd. 1917 is equally inappropriate. It is a notorious fact that the Great 
October Revolution in Russia did not arouse much immediate response in 
Poland, and that the Polish nation conspicuously resisted the attempts in 
1919-20 to impose the Bolshevik system. In Poland, 1918 was an important date, 
as was 1939 and 1945, but not 1917.16 

In Poland itself, the argument over periodization has lasted from the 1950s to 
the present day. The starting-point was Professor Arnold's project presented at 
Otwock: 

1. Epoch of the Primitive Community (to 5th Century AD) 
2. Epoch of Feudalism (5th Century AD - 1864) 

A. Period of the emergence of feudal conditions (5th-10th centuries) 
B. Period of early Feudalism (c. 1000-1138) 
C. Period of feudal fragmentation (1138-1288/90) 
D. Period of the unification of Polish lands, and of the creation of a national 

Polish state (1288/1290-1370) 
E. Period of transformation into a multinational state (1370-1492/1505) 
F. Period of the final formation of the feudal serf-owning, multinational, 

noble Republic (1492/1505-1572) 

G. Period of the growth of the role of the magnatial oligarchy, and of its 
decentralizing tendency (1573-1648) 

H. Period of disintegration of the feudal serf-owning Republic (1648-1740) 
I. Period of the beginnings of the capitalist system and of the fall of the 

noble Republic (1740-95) 
J. Period of national-liberation struggles and of the class struggle of the 

Polish peasantry in conditions of developing Capitalism (1796-1864) 
3. Epoch of Capitalism (1864-1944) 

A. Period of pre-monopolistic Capitalism (1864—1900) 
B. Period of increase of imperialist features (1900-18) 
C. Period of the Great October Socialist Revolution as the source of Polish 

Independence (1917/18) 
D. Period of the bourgeois-squirearchical Polish Republic (1918-39) 
E. Period of the Second World War (1939-45) 

4. Epoch of Socialism (1944- )17 

Arnold's project pleased nobody. It displeased the Soviet guests at the conference 
who, insisting on a closer correlation between the socio-economic 'base' and the 
constitutional 'superstructure', wanted to place much greater emphasis on the 
chief dates in the history of the state. But it also displeased his Polish colleagues. 
They criticized his terminology which preferred 'epoch' and 'period' for the 
more usual 'period' and 'sub-period'. They criticized his breakdown of the 
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Feudal Period into nine parts, where standard practice favoured a tripartite divi
sion into 'emergence', 'stabilization', and 'decline'. Above all, they criticized his 
neglect of 'regionalization', that is, the problem of adjusting any over-all scheme 
of Polish History to the experiences of provinces like Silesia or Pomerania which 
had never formed part of the modern Polish state. Although Arnold was a 
medievalist, his suggestions for the Feudal Period proved less acceptable than 
those for the 'Epoch of Capitalism'. Apart from his fatuous inclusion of the 
Russian Revolution as a separate period of Polish History, his outline for the 
'Epoch of Capitalism' is not too dissimilar from the one in use today. 

The genuine Marxists, as distinct from the Stalinist hacks, did not really find 
their feet until the late 1950s. At the Historical Congress of 1958, a new genera
tion of historians launched a determined attack against the spurious practices of 
the recent past. By a decision of the Congress, the Institute of History of the 
Polish Academy of Sciences was authorized to accelerate publication of its own 
definitive, multi-volume 'History of Poland'. The main lines of the Academy's 
'Historia Polski' were drawn by an editorial committee council under the late 
Tadeusz Manteuffel (1902-70). In this version, the 'Epoch of Feudalism' takes 
over from 'Pre-feudal Society' in AD 965, and lasts to 1864, occupying nine-
tenths of recorded history. It is divided into four periods - 'Early Feudalism' to 
1200; 'The full bloom of Feudalism' to 1550; 'The entrenchment of the 
Manorial-Serfdom system' from the mid-fifteenth century to 1764; and 'The 
Liquidation of the Feudal system' to 1864. The Capitalist Epoch' runs for eighty 
years from 1864 to 1944. This again seems destined for a fourfold division. In 
the volumes which have so far appeared, 'The Time of Laissez-Faire Capitalism 
1850/64-1900' and The Stage of Imperialism, 1900-18' have been identified. It is 
obvious, however, that an agonizing debate is still in progress behind the scenes. 
In Marxist usage, terms such as 'ugruntowanie' (entrenchment) or 'rozkwit' 
(burgeoning) may aptly convey a correct sense of delight for states of imperma-
nence. At the same time they disclose a definite reluctance to make clear-cut, 
interpretative decisions. Omissions speak loudest of all. Although twenty years 
and more have passed since the series was announced, the long-awaited volumes 
on the contemporary period are constantly delayed. Little has appeared in rela
tion to events in the last forty years. The Polish student has still no authoritat
ive guide to the decades which interest him most. The gestation of just one 
section of one volume has lasted three times longer than the historical period 
under discussion. The first editorial meeting to prepare the first section of 
Volume IV, covering 1918-21, was held on 7 February 1957. This led to the 
publication in 1966 of an unbound 'dummy' which was later withdrawn. The 
section was finally brought forth in 1970, after a mountain of revision. At this 
rate, the chapters dealing with the Second World War can be expected as from 
AD 2024. Undoubtedly, the labour pains are partly caused by continuing ideo
logical qualms. But they are compounded by extraneous political interference.18 

The 'Thaw' after 1956 liberated the formidable talents of Leon Lech Beynar 
(1909-70), better known by his pen-name of Pawel Jasienica. A former AK 
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resistance soldier from the eastern provinces, Jasienica had taken refuge in pre
historic and mediaeval research. But throughout the 1960s, he published volume 
after volume of his best-selling survey of Pre-Partition History - Polska Piastow 
(1960), Polska Jagiellonow (1963), Srebrny Wiek (1967), and Dzieje Agonii 
(1972). More of a historical writer than an academic historian, he gained great 
popularity by presenting a colourful and patriotic view of the past with literary 
flare. He inevitably earned the double displeasure of Party professionals and the 
envy of less talented pedants. Yet his works rescued history-writing from the 
disrepute of ideological servility, and saved the post-1956 generation from 
the dearth of history books in which Poles could find pride and enjoyment.19 

Thirty years would pass before the reading public had anything comparable to 
contemplate. 

Marian Brandys (1912-98) came to the fore in the same years as another 
beneficiary of the 'The Thaw'. Brother of the more ideological Kazimierz 
(1916-2000), who made his name in the Marxist Kuznica circle, the elder 
Brandys had been both a POW in Germany and a foreign correspondent. He 
came to specialize in the Napoleonic period and, as his chosen art form, in 
small-scale essays, sketches, portraits, and studies. Apart from a series of 
biographies, which started with Nieznany Ksiaze Poniatowski (1960) about the 
nephew of the last king of Poland, he produced two influential collections -
Kozietulski i inni (2 vols., 1967) and Koniec swiata szwolezerow (5 vols., 
1972-9). Together with Jasienica, he sought to re-establish the fading tradition 
of history-writing as a branch of Belles Letters. 

By the 1960s, therefore, History was again enjoying wide popularity in Poland. 
The country was still basking in the afterglow of Gomulka's October. The 
Stalinist nightmare had passed. The air of gloom and shame which Stalinism had 
injected into everything connected with Poland's independent past, was being 
dispelled. Pessimism gave way to guarded Optimism, and distant events with the 
most specious relevance to the present were celebrated on the slightest pretext. 
Historical anniversaries came into vogue. Everyone knew that the biggest 
anniversary of all was due in 1966. It was awaited with fervent expectation. 

The Roman Catholic Church was particularly well prepared, especially since 
Polish celebrations would coincide with a Roman Holy Year. Preparations had 
begun in 1957 with a Great Novena, the nine-year period of prayer and fasting. 
In 1966 itself, the Cardinal-Primate, Stefan Wyszynski, toured the entire coun
try, province by province. Starting in Gniezno, the cradle of Polish Christianity, 
on 14 April, he proceeded to Czestochowa on 3 May, to Krakow on 8 May, to 
Warsaw on 26 June, to Katowice, Gdansk, Wroclaw, Lublin, Bialystok, Torun. 
Everywhere he was greeted by tens and hundreds of thousands of people, by del
egations of miners in uniform, by processions of men, women and children, 
by girls in regional costume, by crowds upon crowds, standing in the rain or 
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kneeling by the roadside. Never, before or since, has anyone in the People's 
Republic enjoyed such a massive display of devotion. Every church in Poland 
displayed the banner 'SACRUM POLONIAE MILLENIUM, 966-1966' 
(Poland's Sacred Millennium) together with the traditional slogans of 'DEO ET 
PATRIAE' (For God and Country); 'POLONIA SEMPER FIDELIS' (Poland 
Always Faithful); or 'NAROD Z KOSCIOLEM' (The Nation is with the 
Church). In St. Peter's at Rome on 15 May 1966, Pope Paul, assisted by the 
Cardinal-Primate's Delegate, Bishop Wladyslaw Rubin, celebrated pontifical 
mass in honour of the Polish Province. In Santa Maria Maggiore, in San Andrea 
al Quirinale, at Monte Cassino, in Glasgow Cathedral, at Lens in the Pas-de-
Calais, in Detroit, anywhere and everywhere which has Polish connections, 
Polish Catholics gathered to make witness of their Faith. In his sermon at 
Gniezno, Cardinal Wyszynski made this appeal: 'It is my earnest desire that you 
take a hard look at the Past and the Present, and, having learned to love the his
tory of this Christian nation, that you will see the (present) reality of its 
Catholicity with open eyes.'20 The response was overwhelming. 

Not to be outdone, the State-and-Party authorities made preparations of their 
own. The Sejm of the People's Republic proclaimed the period 1960-6 to be a 
'jubilee of Polish statehood and culture'. Archaeological digs were accelerated 
at Gniezno, Kalisz, Wislica, and elsewhere, to illuminate the shady state of 
knowledge on life in Mieszko's realm. Processions were staged to emphasize 
'the patriotic and progressive traditions of the Polish people across the ages'. 
Learned societies held open meetings to discuss the significance of dates and 
events. Youth organizations launched a huge, voluntary effort to build 'a thous
and schools for the thousand years'; and the target was surpassed. Anniversary 
celebrations proliferated. In 1960, the 550th anniversary of the Battle of 
Grunwald was celebrated (though not the fortieth anniversary of the Battle of 
Warsaw). In 1961, the 300th anniversary of the first Polish newspaper, 
Merkuriusz Polski, was acclaimed together with the birth of the Press. In 1962, 
the 350th anniversary of the Polish occupation of the Kremlin was given a miss. 
But in 1963, there was the centenary of the January Rising; in 1964 the sexcen
tenary of the Jagiellonian University, Poland's senior seat of learning, and the 
Twentieth Anniversary of the People's Republic; and in 1965 the Twentieth 
Anniversary of the Liberation. Finally on 1 May 1966 all the state-and-party 
organs participated in countrywide rallies, receiving the congratulations of fra
ternal parties and foreign well-wishers, whilst staging colossal processions, 
marches, reviews, and dancing in the streets. 

Amidst the general rejoicing, it would have been churlish to question the 
exact object of the celebrations too closely. Yet, it was clear all along that no 
general agreement existed as to what the Millennium (or 'Millenium', as the 
Poles will have it) really meant. The Church was celebrating a thousand years 
of Christianity. As the introduction to its anniversary album declared: 'it 
all began with a christening.' For the Church, the baptism of Mieszko I was 
all-important. It was a religious, an ecclesiastical occasion. The state-and-party 
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authorities, in contrast, were mounting a purely secular and political demon
stration. For them, 'Millenium', with its Romish overtones, was not acceptable. 
For official purposes the vernacular caique of Tysiaclecie was preferred. Whilst 
the banners on the churches read 'SACRUM POLONIAE MILLENIUM', civic 
buildings and the streets were festooned with the slogan 'TYSIACLECIE PAN 
-STWA POLSKIEGO' (A Thousand Years of the Polish State). 'DEO ET 
PATRIAE' was matched by 'SOCJALIZM I OJCZYZNA' (Socialism and 
Fatherland), 'NAROD Z KOSCIOLEM' by 'PARTIA Z NARODEM' (The 
Party is with the Nation), 'POLONIA SEMPER FIDELIS' by 'SOCJALIZM 
GWARANCJA POKOJU I GRANIC (The Communist Regime is the 
Guarantee of Peace and Frontiers). In the Western Territories gained from 
Germany in 1945, the banners proclaimed such messages as 'A THOUSAND 
YEARS OF POLAND ON THE ODRA' or 'A THOUSAND YEARS OF 
POLAND ON THE BALTIC - both plain mis-statements of fact. 

For the historian, the use to which his subject is put by politicians, both cler
ical and communist, is not without interest. To the impartial observer, the 
Roman Catholic identification of Church and Nation in the past was as specious 
as the communists' habit of identifying Party and People today. Both Church 
and Party live by dogmas of authority and infallibility, and both conceal the full 
nature of their complicated relationship with the population as a whole. Once 
the Millennium was in prospect, both were bound to launch rival, and mutually 
exclusive, interpretations of its significance. 

In the 1970s, in the Gierek era, Poland's historians reacted to a new political 
climate with new initiatives. On the one hand, seeing the continuing failure of 
the Academy to complete its supposedly authoritative survey of Polish History, 
they produced a number of collective syntheses to fill the gap. On the other 
hand, some of them enagaged in what proved to be the last flush of Marxist his
torical theorizing. 

On the collective front, three historical teams competed - one in Cracow, the 
second in Poznan, and the third in Warsaw.21 Generally speaking, these tended 
to have ambitious goals that were only feebly implemented, especially in rela
tion to the contemporary period. The first of them, from Cracow, was marketed 
in western commercial style as 'the showpiece of Polish historiography'. In more 
sober estimation, they suffered not only from the usual stylistic flaws of com
posite works, but also from all the traits and omissions of the official ideology 
and of latter-day Polish Nationalism. They cannot be rated as anything more 
than competent but stereotyped products of their day. 

On the theoretical front, Professor Jerzy Topolski made a determined effort 
to put Polish History into a respectable Marxist framework. He was the succes
sor at Poznan of the late Jan Rutkowski (1886-1949), who was a pre-war 
scholar of genuine left-wing convictions, who had fought in the International 
Brigades in Spain, and who, as a pioneer of economic history, possessed wide 
recognition abroad.22 Topolski's work started with several studies on the 
regional history of Wielkopolska, and in particular, on the feudal economy of 
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the lands of the Archbishop of Gniezno. But it moved on to expound a theoret
ical discipline that exerted considerable influence on the professionals of the 
People's Republic. His Metodologia bistorii (1973) became a standard guide.23 

Ironically, his introduction to Marksizm a Historia (1977) was published 
shortly after Poland's best-known ex-Marxist philosopher, necessarily working 
abroad, had published his devastating critique of Marxism's origins, growth, 
and dissolution. (See p. 552.) 

However, the respectable face of history-writing in the People's Republic was 
irreparably scarred by the detailed revelations of an official censor who defected 
to the West in 1977 and who took a complete set of the Censorship Office's 
directives with him. Unlike the Soviet Union, where the very existence of the 
censors was censored, the general activities of the Glowny Urzad Kontroli 
Prasy, Publikacji i Widowisk (GUKPPiW) were well known in Poland. 
Publishers were required to submit an annual publishing plan for approval in 
advance. They were then required to submit every approved title for scrutiny 
and to incorporate all the censor's textual changes before printing. No undesir
able author or subject could find a way into print, and no approved text could 
ever contain unapproved material. Official permission had also to be obtained 
for paper allocations and hence for the size of print runs. So much was general 
knowledge to all scholars and would-be authors. Yet the Black Book of Polish 
Censorship showed beyond question that the controls were far more extensive 
than anyone outside the Party elite could have suspected. For the directives were 
not merely concerned with negative methods of suppressing or limiting inform
ation. First and foremost, they constituted a huge body of pre-emptive instruc
tions which laid down what facts were to be known, what interpretations were 
to be preferred, what aspects were to be emphasized, and which people were to 
be praised. In the large historical section, for example, much space was allotted 
to the American Bi-Centennial of 1976. Here, the Polish censors gave instruc
tions to the effect that 'the American Revolution' was to be presented in a posi
tive light; that Americans were to be congratulated on their achievement; and 
that the overthrow of British imperialism by the colonists was to be lauded. The 
progressive role of Poles, such as Kosciuszko and Pulaski, was to be stressed, as 
was the reactionary role of German (Hanoverian) redcoats. At the same time, 
great care was to be taken to keep history apart from current affairs. Polish 
readers were not to be told that workers in the USA belonged to free trade 
unions, drove cars, ate steaks, and generally enjoyed a standard of living 
unimaginable in the Soviet Block.24 

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, three events re-awakened interest 
in Polish History more than anything that had happened since the Second World 
War. The election of a Polish Pope in 1978, the emergence of the Solidarity 
Movement in 1980-1, and the collapse of the People's Republic in 1989-90, all 
served successively to liberate the subject from its former chains. 

The election of John Paul II reverberated through all corners of Polish life, not 
least in history lessons, in history books, and in historical interpretations. 
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Poland's Catholic heritage was brought back into prominence at a stroke. 
People abroad suddenly wanted to know more about the country that had so 
unexpectedly produced the head of the Universal Church.25 People in Poland 
wanted to know why the regime's disdainful assessment of the Church's role in 
Polish life, both ancient and modern, was so obviously misjudged. 

The emergence of Solidarity, which was accompanied by a relaxation of 
political controls, revealed a great hunger for the full and free discussion of all 
the historical subjects that had long remained taboo. Solidarity's intellectual 
leadership contained many dissident historians, such as Adam Michnik, 
Bronislaw Geremek, and Karol Modzelewski. And the demand for popular lec
tures to mass audiences could not be satisfied. Yet time was too short in 1980-1 
for much serious publication to be undertaken. Solidarity's achievements at that 
juncture were twofold. First, it thoroughly discredited the official interpreta
tions of Polish History that had held sway in the preceding decades. Secondly, it 
inspired the flood of underground publications in the Drugi Obieg, illegal or 
'Alternative Circulation', which persisted throughout the 1980s and which pro
moted large numbers of previously unknown authors and subjects. The 
Communist regime had lived on myths and fictions. The systematic demolition 
of all the sacred historical cows was inexorably preparing the ground for the 
regime's downfall. 

Thanks to the rush of fresh air provided by Solidarity, Poles also came to 
realise something specialists had long taken for granted - that the best work on 
recent Polish History had been pursued or published abroad. The most 
respected journal in the field was undoubtedly the Zeszyty Historyczne (1947), 
faithfully put out for over forty years by the Kultura Literary Institute in Paris. 
The most authoritative writers, whether professional historians like Marian 
Kukiel (1885-1973) Jozef Garlinski (b. 1913), or J.M. Ciechanowski or others 
with powerful and independent views on history, like Joseph Czapski, Gustaw 
Herling Grudzinski, or Czeslaw Milosz, had all been obliged to write in exile. 
The best works of historians resident inside Poland, like Michnik's History of 
Honour (1985) or his Letters from Prison (1985), had all appeared outside 
Poland. So, too, had the valuable writings of Adam Zamoyski and 
W.H. Zawadzki.26 

Not that writing about Poland abroad was necessarily a guarantee of quality. 
Freedom is not the same thing as skill or wisdom. As Poles often learned to their 
horror, many western scholars, who were free to work without any sort of 
restriction, were perfectly capable either of mindlessly repeating the lies of the 
regime or of reducing Polish History to a turgid hotpotch of politico-socio-
economico processes.27 Once the regimes of the Soviet Bloc had collapsed, a 
whole academic industry of dubious sovietological studies, which had fed off 
these regimes, collapsed with them. 

In the 1990s,when Poland had again become a sovereign Republic, one might 
have expected that Polish history-writing would burst into bloom, like 
the desert after long delayed rain. Yet, surprisingly, the blooms were relatively 



20 MILLENIUM 

modest. Of course, there was a rush of books, films, and memoirs on everything 
that the Communist censorship had suppressed. There were a number of 
thoughtful, reflective essays on the lessons and purposes of History in the new 
conditions.28 And there were several attempts to revamp the old style team his
tories in new clothes.29 But no major historiographical event sprang from the 
changed conditions. It transpired that no native star had been hiding its light 
under a bushel only to blaze forth as soon as the political restrictions were lifted. 
If one were unkind one might say that there were too many old dogs trying to 
learn the new tricks. Faute de mieux, the demand for a fresh approach to Polish 
History had to be met in large part by outsiders. 

In retrospect, it is possible to see that three main inhibitions were at work. In 
the first place, the entire infrastructure of the historical profession had to be 
reconstructed. Textbooks had to be rewritten. Schoolteachers and university lec
turers had to be re-trained, or least re-orientated. Syllabuses, lecture lists, teach
ing methods, and journals had all to be adjusted. The archive system had to be 
completely re-organized. The State Archives had now to embrace the important 
Party and Security collections which had hitherto been kept separate and secret. 
New institutions, both private and public, came into being to carry out functions 
hitherto neglected. The Karta Centre, for example, which had been founded ille
gally in 1980s to collect documentation about the Solidarity Underground, spread 
its wings to launch an Eastern Archive (AW) dealing with the history of Poland's 
former eastern provinces and to publish a distinguished journal. The Institute of 
National Memory (IPN) which contained a prosecutor's department as well as an 
archival network, began to operate in 1999 with a view to investigating and 
recording all the 'non-events' which the Communist regime had sought to erase 
from accounts of the past. In the second place, Poland's ranks of trained histor
ians were held back by habits and attitudes instilled by pressures which no longer 
applied. As an astute observer had commented in an article published before the 
fall of Communism, the ingrained routines of internalized self-censorship, which 
the People's Republic had encouraged among all but its most resistant citizens, 
were more insidious than the censorship itself.30 In the third place, the inter
national context had moved on. "When the barriers came tumbling down, Poland 
found itself in the company of several other newly liberated countries jostling for 
a place in a rapidly changing Europe. The Iron Curtain had evaporated. The 
artificial separation of Western and Eastern Europe had disappeared. 
Globalization was reducing the significance of nation states and increasing the 
significance of various international groupings, including the European Union. 
The sense of writing old-fashioned national histories of the sort that dominated 
Polish historiography throughout the twentieth century appeared to be fading. 
For this reason, the author of the present volume, who had specialised in Polish 
History for years, decided to make a break and to enter the risky business of writ
ing 'a total history of all parts of Europe in every period.'31 

Twenty years earlier, when the first edition of God's Playground had been 
under preparation, it was reasonable to predict that the efforts of the official 
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historians of the People's Republic would run into the sands and that the next 
generation of scholars 'would be obliged to rewrite Polish History from the 
beginning, all over again.' That prediction proved remarkably accurate. 

For many reasons, therefore, the first fruits of the new harvest were slow to 
ripen. Indeed, it was the turn of the Millennium before a substantial crop 
matured. Predictably enough, the former official Establishment proved less pro
ductive than some of the centres less favoured previously. The Institute of East 
Central European Studies of the Catholic University of Lublin, for example, had 
entered long neglected territory. It devoted itself to Poland's immediate eastern 
neighbours - Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine, which had once formed part of 
the pre-Partition Commonwealth, and hence to a multinational (and anti-
nationalist) vision of the past. It was equally inspired by the notion that East 
Central Europe, whilst possessing a set of distinctive regional features was none 
the less a region of the wider Europe. Its director, Professor Jerzy Kloczowski 
(b. 1924) could not easily have propagated such views during the lifetime of the 
Soviet Bloc. 

Kloczowski had excellent qualifications for serving as pilot of the new direc
tion. In the days of the PRL, his biography could not have been politically more 
incorrect. He was a veteran of the Home Army and of the Warsaw Rising; he 
had been a founder after 1956 of the movement for Catholic Intellectual Clubs 
(KIK); he was a close associate of Pope John Paul II, who had once worked as a 
fellow professor in Lublin; he was a Solidarity activist; and, as a historian, he 
was largely inspired by the work of the French 'Annales' School. In other words 
he had very little in common with the Communist-run, semi-Marxist, 
pro-Soviet, anti-Catholic, and anti-European historiography of the previous 
era. Symptomatically, one of his ground-breaking initiatives was a historical 
symposium in which the participants were encouraged to speak in any of the 
languages of the old Commonwealth. Held in Rome under the patronage of the 
Pope in 1990, when the USSR was still functioning, this symposium provided 
one of the very rare occasions when Polish, Lithuanian, Belarussian, Ukrainian, 
German, and Jewish scholars could meet to discuss their common problems in 
congenial and neutral surroundings. 

Kloczowski's personal publications, such as his Europa Slowianska w 
XIV-XVw. (Slavonic Europe in the 14th-15th centuries),32 were largely 
confined to the medieval period. But his Mlodsza Europa (The Younger Europe, 
1998) was a frontal attack on the negative stereotypes which still circulated 
abroad about anywhere east of the Elbe; and his institute at Lublin promoted 
several broad-based works of great significance. One of these was a two-volume 
regional history of East Central Europe.33 Another was a two-volume history of 
Ukraine34; and a third was a three-volume history of Poland written in the new 
multinational, European spirit.35 'The greatest experience of the 
Commonwealth of many nations . . .', Professor Kloczowski explained, was 
'The experience of citizenship. It [had] enormous significance for the history of 
our resistance to imposed regimes from the 18th century onwards, and in the 
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20th century of our resistance to totalitarianism. Determined Polish resistance 
[in the past] was resistance in the name of basic European values. And such an 
outlook strikes me as important again today. For it is our passport to a place in 
Europe . . .',36 One can only rejoice at the fact that this approach seems to bear 
a marked resemblance to the interpretation launched twenty years earlier by 
God's Playground: A History of Poland. 



2 

POLSKA 

The Polish Land 

Few people have doubted that Poland's geography is the villain of her history. 
Trapped in the middle of the North European Plain, with no natural frontier to 
parry the onslaughts of more powerful neighbours, Poland has fought an 
unequal battle for survival against Germany and Russia. Poland has been vari
ously described as 'the disputed bride', condemned forever to lie between the 
rival embraces of two rapacious suitors; or, more cruelly, as 'the gap between 
two stools'. An unfortunate geopolitical location is invoked to explain the 
Partitions of the eighteenth century, the abortive Risings of the nineteenth, and 
the catastrophe of the Second Republic in the twentieth. As one Polish officer 
was heard to exclaim in London in 1940, when told that the Allied Governments 
did not intend to fight both Hitler and Stalin simultaneously, 'Then we shall 
fight Geography!' 

Surely, it is argued, the North European Plain, stretching unbroken from the 
French Atlantic to the Russian Urals, must have affected the states which devel
oped on its seemingly featureless expanses. It offers no protection whatsoever -
no obstacles to the movement of peoples or to the progress of armies. It makes 
for constant insecurity. It encourages raids, invasions, and annexations. It has 
meant that major territorial changes could be produced by the minor variations 
in the balance of power, and that states could expand or contract faster and fur
ther than anywhere else in Europe. The Polish state was no exception. From a 
nucleus between the Odra (Oder) and Vistula Rivers, it expanded in moments 
of strength with great rapidity, reaching the Baltic, the Dnieper, the Black Sea, 
and the Carpathians. Similarly, in times of weakness, it shrank alarmingly. In 
1492, the territory of Poland - Lithuania, not counting the fiefs of Mazovia, 
Moldavia, or East Prussia, covered 1,115,000 km2 or 435,547 square miles. In 
1634, at the Treaty of Polanow, with 990,000 km2 or 386,719 square miles, it 
was still the largest territory in Europe, slightly larger than European Muscovy 
and nearly twice the size of France. With almost 11 million inhabitants, its pop
ulation was inferior only to France and Muscovy. Yet by 1686 at 733,500 km2 

(286,524 square miles) it had already fallen to third place; by 1773 to 522,300 
km2 (204,024 square miles), and by 1793 to 215,000 km2 (84,000 square miles), 
the size of Great Britain. In 1795, it vanished completely. In various nineteenth-
century reincarnations, the Duchy of Warsaw between 1807 and 1813 occupied 
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about 154,000 km2 (60,157 square miles), the Congress Kingdom between 1815 
and 1874 about 117,000 km2 (49,609 square miles). At its first twentieth-century 
reincarnation, between 1921 and 1938, the Polish Republic occupied 389,720 
km2 (152,234 square miles) and fifth place in Europe. Since 1945, on a more 
westerly base, it has occupied 312,677 km2 (122,139 square miles) and sixth 
place in Europe. Unlike the English, who could always retreat behind the 
Channel and their Navy, unlike the Spaniards or Italians on their self-contained 
peninsulas, unlike the Swiss amid their Alps or the Dutch behind their dykes, the 
Poles have had nowhere to hide. Their state has been exposed to every ebb and 
flow of political power in modern Europe, and the tides have left it alternately 
stranded and submerged. (See Map 2.) 

In view of these violent changes, it is impossible to talk of 'the Polish lands' 
without regard to the fourth dimension. Despite the Poles' own fervent belief in 
the macierz or 'motherland', it is impossible to identify any fixed territorial base 
which has been permanently, exclusively, and inalienably, Polish. The Polish 
macierz has not always corresponded to reality, and has often stood in sharp 
conflict with similar German and Russian fictions concerning the limits and 
extent of 'the German soil' or of 'our Russian land'. At various times in Eastern 
Europe, the Polish state has been everywhere and nowhere. Its territory, like the 
settlement patterns, cultural alignment, and ethnic mix of its population, has 
been subject to continual transformations. Poland has been a butterfly, gone 
today but here tomorrow, flitting from one mode of existence to the next. In the 
terminology of the Prussian historians who first expounded East Central Europe 
to the world at large, Poland was a Saisonstaat, a 'seasonal state'. 

These considerations are so obvious, however, that it is odd why some people 
should imagine that they apply exclusively to Poland. They equally apply to 
Poland's neighbours. Poland's position on the European plain is essentially sim
ilar to that of Germany, and is no less exposed than that of Russia. If one were 
to exchange the Vistula for the Elbe, the Odra for the Rhine, the Carpathians for 
the Bavarian Alps, and the Baltic for the North Sea, the geopolitical situation 
would not have been significantly changed. Similarly, the modern USSR, from 
the Bug to the Ussuri, is bounded in the north by a cold, hostile sea and possesses 
a serviceable mountain barrier only in the south. So, if there is a link between 
the geopolitics of the great plains and the impermanency of state structures, 
Poland should be seen more as a classic example than as a unique case. In the 
longer perspective, the rise and fall of Poland may prove to have been no more 
dramatic than the history of Prussia or Muscovy. After all, the disappearance of 
Prussia since 1945 has been more complete than that of Poland in 1795 or 1939. 
And if the USSR is still at the height of its imperial power, there is no reason to 
suppose it is eternal. It has the misfortune to occupy not just the tiny European 
Plain, but the vast Eurasian plain as well. The fatal confrontation on two fronts 
which has often faced the Polish Republic, and which destroyed the united 
German Reich between 1914 and 1945, is now facing the USSR on a far grander 
scale. 
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Geopolitics, in fact, throws very little light on the specific problems of Polish 
History. It is relevant to the history of the modern power game in Eastern 
Europe. But it does not explain the more fundamental problems of why in the 
first place Poland was weak, when Prussia and Muscovy were strong, or why 
Russia devoured Poland, instead of Poland devouring Russia. It cannot illum
inate the main characteristics of Polish life and institutions. 

When Vidal de la Blanche in his famous 'Tableau de la France' concluded that 
France was characterized by variety, he was guilty of a Gallicism. For variety 
can be discerned in the physiognomy of most countries, and especially in those 
which are constructed from numerous, distinct provinces, each with a life and a 
past of its own. This was certainly true in the case of historic Poland whose 
unity proved weaker, than the centrifugal tendencies of its many regions. (See 
Map 1.) 

The heartland provinces of predominantly Polish settlement are situated 
between the Odra and Vistula Rivers. It was here that one branch of the Western 
Slavs first established itself in the seventh and eighth centuries, and as Polanie, 
(Polanians) or 'people of the open fields', engendered the forebears of the nation 
who are now known as Poles. Their country, Polska, centred on the lakeland 
region round Gniezno, was later called Wielkopolska or 'Greater Poland' to dis
tinguish it from the southerly extension of their realm into Malopolska or 
'Lesser Poland'. 

Wielkopolska (Polonia Maior) is drained by the River Warta flowing west
wards into the Odra with the water from more than a thousand lakes. It is open 
country, with broad expanses of meadowland in the valleys separated by rolling 
tracts of forest. Its soils are fertile, especially on the black earth of its eastern 
reaches. In early times, both agriculture and communication were easy. Apart 
from Gniezno, the main cities were Poznan, founded in the tenth century as a 
riverbank fortress, and ancient Kalisz, mentioned by Ptolemy. The population 
has a quite undeserved reputation for stolid, humourless efficiency. 

Malopolska (Polonia Minor), centred on Cracow, backs against the sub-
alpine ridge of the Carpathians. In addition to the high Tatras of Podhale in the 
south, it carries several upland chains - the Beskidy in the west, the limestone 
peaks of the Cracovian Jura and the Holy Cross Range in the north, the 
Roztocza in the east. In between the hills, lie long stretches of fertile lowland 
among them the Podgorze region, and the valleys of the Vistula and the San. The 
gorale (Highlanders) are akin to the Slovaks on the other flank of the mountains, 
to the former Ukrainian Hutsul and Bojko clans of the Bieszczady, and to the 
Romanian mountaineers to the east. The hills are rich in minerals, including 
iron, salt, oil, and now uranium. The lowlands are eminently suitable for 
cultivation. The southern valleys produce fruit and wine. The cities — 
Cracow, Sandomierz, Lublin, Kielce - are among the most ancient in Poland. In 
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the countryside, before the recent advent of modern industry, natural advan
tages created severe over-population. In the long period of Austrian domina
tion, Malopolska formed the western half of Galicia. 

Mazowsze (Mazovia) on the middle Vistula has always been relatively back
ward. Gravelly soils, morainic deposits, and poor drainage have inhibited agri
culture, leaving wide expanses of heath and scrubland. The province has no 
natural resources of note, and its poverty-stricken nobles and peasantry tradi
tionally provided large numbers of emigrants and colonists. Its chief city, 
Warsaw, was raised to distinction for reasons of convenience, not achievement. 
Mazovia did not form an integral part of the Kingdom of Poland until 1529. 

Kujawy (Cuiavia), linking Mazowsze with Wielkopolska, is flat terrain clut
tered with glacial remains. Spidery lakes fill the morainic depressions. Some of 
the soils, of the so-called 'black marsh' variety, are productive. Poland's oldest 
town Kruszwica, huddles on the bank of Goplo, one of its largest lakes. 
Bydgoszcz (Bromberg) grew up on the canals and roads of the east—west 
throughway. 

This Polish heartland is ringed by a circle of provinces whose associations 
with the centre have been somewhat elastic. 

Slask (Silesia, Schlesien), in the valley of the Odra, has a markedly indepen
dent personality. By the early twentieth century, its ancient connection with 
Poland, severed in 1339, had almost been effaced through incorporation in 
Bohemia and Austria, and from 1740 in Prussia. Lower Silesia, bounded in the 
west by the Sudety mountains, is rural, farming country. Upper Silesia lies on a 
high bleak plateau richer in minerals than in scenic attractions. Until 1945, 
Wroclaw (Breslau) and the industrial towns round Katowice (Kattowitz) had a 
strong German character. In the southern districts, the peasantry, and in due 
course the proletariat, were Slavs, who as often as not considered themselves 
Silesian rather than Polish. 

Pomorze (Pomerania, Pommern) can boast similar Slav origins, though it, 
too, has spent most of its career in the German orbit. The German name of 
Pommern, though derived from the Slav Pomorze, meaning 'By the Sea', does 
not refer to exactly the same area.* In Polish usage, all of Western Pomerania 
lies to the east of the Odra. The area further to the east, centred on Danzig, has 
been variously called Pomerellen (Little Pomerania) and Eastern Pomerania, as 
well as Royal Prussia, and West Prussia. The damp, inhospitable coastline shel
tered small communities of fishermen. The interior, swathed in woods of pine 
and beech, is pleasant to look at but hard to work. The chief cities, Szczecin 
(Stettin) and Gdansk (Danzig), were distinctly German in flavour until their 
reincorporation into Poland in 1945. 

Prusy (Borussia, Prussia, Preussen) was the poorest province of all. A land 
of dark forests and dark lakes on the bleak Baltic shore, it suffered from every 

* German usage prefered the terms Vorpommern (Hither Pomerania) to the west of the 
Odra: and Hinterpommern (Farther Pomerania) or Slavinia to the east. 
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possible disadvantage. (The name of the spruce tree is supposed to derive from 
the Polish words z Prus 'from Prussia'.) The western part astride the delta of the 
Vistula, including the district of Warmia (Ermeland), overlapped with 
Pomerania and, as 'Royal Prussia', was joined to the Polish Kingdom from 1466 
to 1772. The eastern part, ruled from Koenigsberg, remained in the control of 
the Teutonic Order until 1525, and as 'Ducal Prussia', was a Polish fief until 
1657. For much of its existence it was remote, unproductive and undesirable. 
Under the House of Hohenzollern, it formed one of the two elements of the state 
of Brandenburg-Prussia, and from 1700 of their 'Kingdom in Prussia'. The pop
ulation consisted very largely of German colonists and germanized Baits. In 
modern times, the southern region of Mazury (Mazuria) formed a transitional 
area adjoining the anciently Polish Mazowsze. 

Podlasie (Podlasia), too, is a threshold province. Heavily glaciated and 
wooded, it includes the vast forest of Bialowieza, and divides central Poland 
from Byelorussia and Lithuania. The southern area, between the Vistula and the 
Bug, is cattle country. The northern reaches in the Kurpie wilderness were 
sparsely settled by hunters and fishermen. The urban centres included Biatystok, 
Grodno, Bielsk, and Lukow. 

Polesie (Polesia), popularly known as the Pripet Marshes, was a province 
where time stood still. Swamps mingled with oak groves and lush meadows. 
Social and economic development was as slow as the current of the Pripet, 
which falls less than 200 feet in over three hundred miles. It is fine duck-shooting 
country, where primitive people lived for centuries beyond the ken of the out
side world. Its one town of note, Pinsk, became almost ninety per cent Jewish. 

Wolyn (Volhynia) and Podole (Podolia) were essentially rural provinces. 
Volhynia is crossed by a great strip of loess, on which wheat and maize grow 
with alacrity, Podolia by a high plateau reminiscent of the treeless steppes to the 
east. Towns and hamlets sought shelter from the cold east wind in deeply eroded 
valleys. The district of Pokucie on the Dniester boasts orchards and vineyards. 
Traditionally these were areas where the Ruthenian peasantry was dominated 
by great Polish landowners. They were joined piecemeal to the Kingdom of 
Poland between 1430 and 1569. 

In the south-east, lay Rus Czerwona (Red Ruthenia), with its city of Lwow 
(Lviv, Leopol, Lemberg). Incorporated into the Kingdom in 1340, it never lost 
its marcher character. The fervent loyalism of the Polish element reflected their 
constant insecurity in face of Tartar raids, Turkish invasions, and a restive 
Ruthenian peasantry. The gentle landscapes stand in marked contrast to its dis
turbed history. 

Ukraina (Ukraine) straddled the middle Dnieper. As its name suggests, it lay 
'on the edge' of Christendom, and of fixed settlement. In the early centuries its 
phenomenal natural wealth and matchless soil could not be developed for fear 
of constant wars and incursions. In 1569, when it passed to the Polish Kingdom, 
it was divided into the palatinates of Kiev, Braclaw, and Czernihow, and 
merged into the virtually unadministered expanses of the Dzikie Pola (Wild 
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Plains) and the Zaporozhe. It was populated by Cossacks, fugitives, colonists, 
and in safer areas by free Ruthenian peasants. Its chief city, Kiev, centre of the 
ancient Rus, together with the left-bank lands was conquered by Muscovy in 
1662. The remainder was annexed by the Russian Empire in the course of the 
eighteenth century, since when the name of Ukraine has been extended to 
include all Ruthenian lands south of the Pripet. 

Ukraine, in common with neighbouring provinces, was joined to Poland in 
consequence of its earlier association with the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. In the 
fifteenth century, in the era of the personal union with Poland, the Grand Duchy 
had stretched from the Baltic to the Black Sea. It was a curious organism, ruled 
from Wilno (Vilnius, Vilna) in the north by a Lithuanian aristocracy which was 
gradually Polonized. Yet the mass of the populace, like the language of admin
istration, was Ruthenian. After the constitutional union with Poland in 1569, it 
maintained its separate identity on a diminished, territorial base. 

The two ethnically Lithuanian territories of Zmudz (Samogitia), the 'low 
country', and Aukstota, the 'upper country', are dominated by the river net
work of the Niemen. The land here is often swampy, harsh, and stony, and the 
population sparse. Even in the twentieth century, one-third of the land was 
trackless forest. Wilno was culturally Polish by the seventeenth century; all the 
smaller towns contained a strong Jewish element. 

Bialorus (Byelorussia, or more correctly in the historical context, White 
Ruthenia) stretched from the Dvina in the north to the Pripet in the south and 
the upper Dnieper in the east. It included the palatinates of Minsk, Polotsk, 
Witebsk, and Mscislaw. Both in the cultural and the geographical sense, it rep
resented a vast area of transition between Europe and Muscovy, an area of deep, 
external penetration and of weak local resources and identity. In essence, it was 
neither Polish nor Russian, but has never in its long career been able to deter
mine its own destiny. Its wide open spaces are neither agriculturally attractive 
nor militarily defensible. Its Slav population had little sense of belonging except 
to the 'Christian souls of these parts'. 

Czarnorus (Black Ruthenia), adjoining Bialorus to the south and south-west, 
lost its separate designation in the eighteenth century. It included the palatinates 
of Brest, Troki, and Nowogrodek. 

In the east, beyond Lithuania, Byelorussia, and the Ukraine, lay a further ring 
of provinces possessing still more tenuous connections with Poland. There was 
Inflanty (Livonia) on the Gulf of Riga, whose easterly city of Dyneburg (Dvinsk) 
remained Polish after the Swedish Wars of the seventeenth century; Courland 
(Kurlandia) which became a joint fief of the united Republic; Smolensk, inter
minably disputed with Muscovy; Sieviersk on the Desna, captured by Ivan III in 
1492, and Moldavia on the Dniester, a Polish fief from 1387 to 1497. 

To describe this long catalogue of territories as 'Polish' is no doubt contro
versial. For the most part, their population has never been dominated by eth
nic Poles, and they no longer form part of the Polish People's Republic. But to 
limit one's understanding of 'Poland' to a presumed ethnic heartland is both 
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unhistorical, and contrary to common sense. In the past, and particularly in 
the era of the united Polish-Lithuanian Republic between 1569 and 1795, eth
nicity counted for little. The united Republic was a multinational state, whose 
citizens drew their sense of common identity not from the blood in their veins 
or from their mother tongue but from their common allegiance to the ruler and 
the law. In the past 'Polish' was not so much an ethnic term, as a political and 
cultural one. Like 'British' or 'Soviet' today, it referred to all sorts of people 
and provinces whose origins lay beyond the sphere of the dominant English, 
Great Russian, or Polish elite. In ethnic terms, Lithuania is no more 'Russian' 
today than it was 'Polish' in the past, although in respect to specific periods 
both attributes make exact political sense. Similarly, Silesia, which a hundred 
years ago could fairly be described as 'German', is now undoubtedly 'Polish'. 
Despite the clouds of propaganda, ancient and modern, which dim the subject, 
'nationality' and 'national identity' cannot be detected in the soil. In so far as 
the people of Eastern Europe and their outlook have been in constant motion, 
so too have been the attributes applied to the lands where they live. The rea
sons why land which once was 'German' and is now called 'Polish' belong to 
the realm not of law, science, or fundamental rights, but only to that of power 
and politics. In the twentieth century, Poland is a state of secondary standing, 
and is not supposed to make territorial claims beyond her ethnic limits. At the 
same time, many major powers of the day are fully confirmed in their posses
sion of multi-national territories. As usual, what is 'right' for superpowers is 
'wrong' for lesser mortals. 

The modern concept of frontiers is equally confusing. In times when land was 
in superabundant supply and people alone had political value, there was no 
point whatsoever in defining the territory of state or of staking out its bound
aries with a tape-measure. Rulers were less concerned to claim land as a whole 
than to dominate the people who could work and develop the scattered oases of 
settlement and industry. Political power radiated from a few centres of author
ity, whose spheres of influence constantly waxed and waned, and very fre
quently overlapped. These centres can best be likened to magnets, and the 
people living in between them, to iron filings pulled hither and thither by fluctu
ating and conflicting magnetic fields. In the medieval and early modern periods, 
the typical pattern showed small metropolitan areas, where royal power could 
be directly enforced, surrounded by huge intermittent expanses of undefined 
border territory, where marcher lords enjoyed far-reaching autonomy. In 
Eastern Europe where the distances were so much greater than in the west, these 
conditions prevailed to the end of the eighteenth century. In Poland-Lithuania, 
no accurate territorial survey was attempted until after the First Partition, in 
1773. In the greater part of the Polish lands the pull of Cracow's or of Warsaw's 
authority was not much stronger than that of rival political centres in Prague, 
Vienna, Berlin, Stockholm, or Moscow. In border areas such as Silesia or the 
Ukraine, the local communities were as safe from the enforcement of central 
power, as they were exposed to the threats and incursions of foreign powers. At 
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any particular moment, their loyalties were determined by the delicate balance 
between their need for protection and their chances of acting with impunity. 
Their true predicament could not be described by a line on a map. The further 
one retreats from the modern state, the less the concept of fixed frontiers 
applies. In relation to the realms of the medieval princes, it is entirely inappro
priate. 

A Tableau of Poland, therefore, is bound to be problematical. If one were 
only to include those provinces which have been permanently associated in 
some sort of common political entity, one would have nothing to describe. Yet 
if one includes all the places which at some time or other have been blessed with 
the Polish connection, one is sure to end up with half a continent. 

Despite the superficial appearances of the standard physical map, the Polish 
reaches of the European Plain are neither so flat nor so monotonous as to deny 
the country any specific form and character. Nor is it true that Poland has no 
natural features suitable for frontier demarcation. In the south, the mountain
ous Carpathian chain, extended into the Beskids and Sudety, forms a barrier as 
lofty and effective as the Bavarian Alps or the French Pyrenees. In the north, on 
the Baltic coast, the sea is equally effective. In the west, the Odra (Oder) and 
Lusatian Nyssa (Western Neisse) present a clear line of demarcation whose 
advantages were noticed by geographers such as Pawowski, Romer, or 
Nakowski long before politicians dreamed of using them in practice. The 
Odra-Nyssa line closes the narrowest gap between the mountains and the sea, 
and, with all its tributaries on the Polish side, is unusually uncomplicated. Only 
in the east, where the marshes of Polesie provide only partial cover, is Poland 
really open to all the winds that blow. The River Bug does little to shield Poland 
from the two great upland pathways out of Russia — the northerly one along the 
Minsk Heights as followed by the Warsaw—Moscow railway, and the more 
southerly one on the ancient highway joining Cracow with Lwow and Kiev. 
Even so, there are many countries in Europe, from Eire to Hungary and the two 
Germanies, which have to make do with boundaries of much greater artificial
ity. 

Within these frontiers, three outstanding physical features emphasize the lat
itudinal lines of Poland's structure. Firstly, the wedge-like shape of the continent 
at the point where the Eurasian land mass narrows into the European peninsu
lar inevitably funnels movement on to the east-west axis. At longitude 24° E 
on the Bug, the European Plain is almost 800 miles wide. At 14° E on the Odra, 
it is only 200 miles wide. Secondly, the glacial depressions or pradoliny — in par
ticular the Grodno-Warsaw—Berlin Depression and the Torun-Eberswalde 
Depression - provide natural passage ways parallel to the mountain and coastal 
barriers. Thirdly, the great swathe of morainic lakes which stretch from the 
Valdai Region all the way to the Odra and beyond, serve to hold Poland back 
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from the sea, and to shut it into its landlocked heart. The Pomeranian Lakeland, 
the Mazurian Lakeland, and the Lithuanian Lakeland form belts of sparsely 
inhabited terrain which interrupt free movement and inhibit settlement. It is 
interesting to note how the northern frontier of Poland was mainly held on the 
margin of these lakes from the earliest times to the twentieth century. (See 
Diagram B.) 

In contrast, the river system of Poland emphasizes the longitudinal axis. The 
basins of the Odra and Vistula both drain from the Carpathians to the Baltic. In 
Byelorussia, the Berezina, the Upper Dnieper, and the Soz all cut across the over
land passageways, just as in Red Ruthenia or Podolia, the numerous tributaries 
of the Dniester constantly interrupt the sweep of the Podolian plateau. The 
emergence of the Odra and Vistula from their sources by the Moravian Gate, the 
one point between the Black Sea and Bavaria where southern Europe can be 
approached without crossing an alpine pass, underlines the longitudinal axis 

Diagram B. Poland - Physical Structure 
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still further. The Amber Road of ancient times, and the medieval Prussian Road, 
both traversed Polish territory at this point, whilst countless hordes of barbar
ians, ancient and modern, have all poured through it on their way to fortune and 
infamy. 

The resultant structure of Poland is one of an irregular grid, a lop-sided frame 
in which the dominant horizontal warp, is offset by the vertical weave of the 
rivers. In terms of human activity, it gave every facility for movement and tran
sit, which was matched in early times by favourable opportunities for perma
nent settlement. 

'Life-support capacity' is an ugly but useful piece of jargon invented to 
express the product of all the factors which encourage or inhibit human settle
ment in any particular location. In absolute terms, it is highest in the sub
tropical valleys of the Yangtse, the Euphrates, or the Nile where civilization first 
flourished, and lowest in the middle of Antarctica or the Sahara. On the 
European scale, it has usually been high on the coastal strips of the 
Mediterranean islands like Crete or Sicily, or in the northern valleys of 
the Rhine, the Seine, or the Thames, and low in the taiga and tundra belts of 
Scandinavia and Muscovy. In Poland, its level is mid-way between that 
of Western Europe and that of Russia. Taking Warsaw as a central point of ref
erence, the latitude of 520 N gives strong summer sunshine, and a hot summer 
of three months' duration. The climate is continental, with marked seasons, but 
lacking the worst extremes of summer drought, winter cold, or spring floods 
which are common further east. Permafrost is unknown and storm-damage is 
rare. The minimum daily temperature in January averages -3° C (z6° F), the 
maximum in July 19° C (66° F). Precipitation at 559 mm. or 22 inches is rather 
low, but rain falls mainly in the agricultural months — 11 inches between May 
and August. The number of days entirely below freezing-point varies from 30 to 
50. Snowcover lasts up to 60 days, river-ice up to 40 days, and the growing sea
son up to 180 days. Wind exposure, especially from the cold easterlies, is con
siderable, but local wind cover is adequate, especially in the river-valleys and 
behind high-standing timber. Cloud cover which reaches 150 days per annum, 
is common in the winter months, and takes the edge off the most extreme cli
matic conditions. Warsaw, of course, is located in one of the least favourable 
districts of central Poland, and it would be quite possible to find other areas not 
too distant, in Lower Silesia or in Malopolska, where the winter is shorter, the 
sun brighter, the rainfall higher, the soil richer, and where the growing season 
reaches an impressive 225 days. In the realm of vegetation, central Poland is still 
within the normal range of the European mainland. The beech-line runs south-
eastwards from the Vistula estuary to the Carpathian foothills. The oak-line 
runs in the same direction but much further east. Warsaw itself lies in an area of 
rye and potato cultivation, but the limit of wheat production lies much further 
to the north and east. The stock of natural fauna was once extremely rich, 
and included tarpan, bears, bison, and wolves as well as the more familiar game 
animals. It was not seriously diminished until the twentieth century, when 
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distinguished hunters from Archduke Francis-Ferdinand to Air Marshal 
Hermann Goering did notable damage. 

It is difficult to compare this combination of geographical circumstances with 
that of any other area in the world, although it is not too dissimilar to southern 
Ontario, where an essentially continental location is ameliorated by the prox
imity of the Great Lakes, just as Poland's easterly position on the European 
peninsula is modified by the continuing influence of the Atlantic and the Baltic. 
At all events, Poland lies well within the bounds of both a pastoral and an arable 
economy. For the purposes of primitive settlement, Poland, unlike Muscovy, 
always lay within the area where a nuclear peasant family could comfortably 
support itself by its own unaided efforts. When Ibrahim-ibn-Jakub stated that 
the (Western) Slavs 'inhabited the richest limits of land suitable for settlement', 
it seems that he chose his words carefully. 

Archaeological evidence puts the beginnings of human settlement in the val
leys of the Odra and the Vistula in the two hundredth millennium BC. The Old 
Stone Age left few traces, although palaeolithic sites do exist in the Ojcow Caves 
near Cracow and at Swidry near Warsaw. The New Stone Age, in contrast, left 
several characteristic cultures from the period 4000 to 1800 BC, each classified by 
the predominant features of its pottery. These include the Funnel Beaker 
Culture, the Corded Ware Culture, the Bell Beaker Culture, and in the north
east, the Pit-Comb Culture. The principal sites are located at Rzucewo near 
Gdansk, at Sarnowo near Bydgoszcz, at Jordanow near Wroclaw, and at 
Krzemionki, Cmielow, and Zlota near Kielce. The Bronze Age Cultures, each 
classified by the location of their initial finds, were still more prolific. The 
Unetice People (c. 1800-1400 BC), first identified in neighbouring Moravia, were 
pastoralists who worked both in bronze and gold. The Trzciniec People (c. 
1500-100 BC), first identified in the area of Lublin, were, like the Iwno People of 
the Lower Vistula, patriarchal sun-worshippers who practised cremation. The 
Lausitz or Lusatian People (c. 1300-400 BC), first identified in the Lusatian 
district of East Germany, lived from mixed farming and maintained far-flung 
commercial contacts with the Danubian Basin and with Scandinavia. They built 
wooden fortresses, among them the famous island stronghold at Biskupin in 
eastern Posnania, with its elaborate timber breakwater and high rampart. At 
nearby Slupca and Kamieniec, the skeletons of mutilated men, women, and chil
dren, and bone arrow-heads embedded in charred gateposts, vividly evoke the 
violent end inflicted on the Lusatians at the dawn of the Iron Age by the first 
wave of predatory nomads, the Scythians. At Witaszkowo on the Western 
Neisse, a dead Scythian chieftain was buried with all his treasure. The succeed
ing Iron Age cultures stretched from the same time right into the medieval 
period. The Bylany Culture (from c. 600 BC) and the Puchov Culture (from c. 100 
BC) originated in Bohemia and Slovakia respectively. The Zarubi-nets Culture 
(c. 200 BC-AD 100), which displays close affinities with similar remains in distant 
Pomerania, and the Chernyakovo Complex (c. AD 200-400), which has yielded 
over one thousand related sites from the Vistula to the Dnieper, are thought to 
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be Gothic in origin. The Przeworsk Culture of Silesia (from 400 to 
c. AD 600) brings Polish archaeology to the dawn of historical times. 

Needless to say, the task of matching archaeological cultures to the ethnic 
groups which have survived in the historical records is very tricky indeed. Polish 
researchers of the twentieth century have been as eager to prove that the earli
est settlers of the present Polish lands were Poles, as their German predecessors 
were to show that they were Germanic. To the neutral observer, however, the 
ethnogenetic hunt for the praslowianie or 'protoslavs' smacks of chauvinism no 
less than the earlier hunt for the Fruhostgermanen. Given a mass of conflicting 
evidence, the sceptical enquirer must remain as confused about the origin of the 
Slavs in general, as of the Poles in particular. 

Polish prehistorians of the so-called 'Autochthonous School' have consis
tently maintained that the ancestral homeland of the Slavs lay in the valleys of 
the Odra and the Vistula. Starting with J. Kostrzewski writing in 1913, they 
have included anthropoligists such as J. Czekanowski, philologists such as 
T. Lehr-Splawinski, and a long line of archaeologists such as L. Kozlowski, 
T. Sulimirski, and Konrad Jazdzewski. They have presupposed a direct line of 
Slavonic descent from the Lusatian People of the Bronze Age, through the shad
owy Venedii of Roman times, to the known Polish tribes of the tenth century. 
According to this hypothesis, the modern Polish nation is descended from a 
uniquely tenacious group of Protoslavs who, whilst their kinfolk migrated to the 
west, east, or south obstinately remained on their native soil. The Poles are seen 
as 'autochtones', as 'permanent residents', and as 'the native population'; all 
other peoples of the area are relegated to the status of 'aliens', 'transients', or 
'invaders'. It is an unusual situation to say the least. At a period when the pop
ulation was in flux in every other part of Europe, and in every other part of 
Slavdom, the forefathers of the Poles were planted at a stroke and with extraor
dinary precision in the one spot of God's earth where they could rest 
indefinitely. There may be a long prehistory of England before the English, of 
France before the French, of Bohemia before the Czechs, of Hungary before the 
Hungarians, even of Russia before the Russians, but not it seems, of Poland 
before the Poles. Among the foreign scholars of note who have accepted the 
Polish viewpoint, Father Dvornik has written categorically: 'Only the tribes 
belonging to the Polish branch (of the Slavs) clung to their original habitat. '1 

(See Map 3a.) 

Opponents of the Polish School prefer to place the Slavonic homeland in a 
more easterly zone, on the forest-steppe which stretches along the northern 
slopes of the Carpathians between the middle Vistula and the lower Dnieper. 
This location was first selected in 1902 by one of the pioneers of Slavonic archae
ology, Lubor Nederle, and has recently received convincing if not conclusive, 
confirmation. According to Marija Gimbutas, an American scholar of 
Lithuanian origin, the elaborate attempt to identify Lusatian Culture with 
proto-slavic settlement has been quite 'unnecessary'. The so-called Venedian 
Culture of the Protoslavs must be set aside as yet another red herring. In their 
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place, the supposition of a continuous North Carpathian Culture of Slavonic 
character, lasting throughout the Bronze Age in its successive Komarov, 
Bilogrudivka, and Chernoles variants, presents far fewer conflicts of evidence. It 
allows for the persistence of a similarly stable Baltic Culture to the north, and 
of the widespread Central European Culture with Unetice, Urnfield, and 
Lusatian variants to the west. It agrees with linguistic evidence, which demands 
firstly that the Slavs did not disperse until relatively recently; and secondly that 
they should have passed the formative years in contact not only with Germans 
and Baits but also with Illyrians, Thracians, and Iranians. (See Diagram C.) It 
also encourages the identification of these early Slavs with the 'Scythian farm
ers' of the fifth century BC whom Herodotus put at three days' march from the 
Dnieper. Here the Slavs would have developed their characteristic social insti
tution, the zadruga or 'joint family', where all the relatives of the chieftain lived 
together under fierce patriarchal discipline. Here, subjected first to the Scythians 
and then from the second century BC to the Sarmatians, they learned their com
mon religious vocabulary, most of which from Bog (God) to raj (Paradise) is 
Sarmato-Iranian by derivation. Here they would have worshipped their numer
ous deities such as Triglav, the Three-headed One, Svarog the Sun-maker, and 
Perun, the God of the Thunderclap. Here in the first century of our era, they 
would have witnessed the slow migration of the Germanic Goths and Gepids 
whose route from the Baltic Coast to the Black Sea is clearly marked by a trail 
of characteristic settlement and funeral sites. Here, they would have experi
enced the successive arrivals of the Huns and the Avars. Their own main expan
sion, which probably began on the coat-tails of the nomads, grew into a flood 
with the collapse of Avar supremacy in the seventh century. 'The barriers were 
down, and the Slavs poured out.' One branch headed north and east into Baltic 
and Finnish territory to found the East Slav communities - the ancestors of the 
Great Russians and the Ruthenes. A second branch moved south into the 
Balkans - the future Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, and Bulgars. The third group 
turned westward into Germanic, Celtic, and Baltic territory, into lands which 
ancient authors had known as Bohemia, northern Pannonia, and eastern 
Germania. These were the forebears of the Czechs, the Slovaks, the Sorbs, the 
Polabians, the Pomeranians, and the Poles. According to this schedule, the 
'Protopoles' would have been one of the last of the Slavs to drift away from the 
North Carpathian homeland, and would have settled in the valleys of the Odra 
and Vistula in the course of the seventh and eighth centuries. By the end of the 
prehistoric period, the new wave of Slavonic colonization had obliterated most 
of the underlying layers of previous settlement.2 

The main implication of this hypothesis for Polish history is that the Poles 
would have been but the latest of many Indo-European groups who have settled 
on the territory of present-day Poland. Such a conclusion may be unpalatable to 
many Polish readers; but it is hard to refute. The first Indo-Europeans are gen
erally thought to have penetrated into the North European Plain in the second 
half of the Fourth Millennium BC, bringing with them the unmistakable trait of 
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Diagram C. The Ancestral Homeland of the Slavs 

burying their dead in tumuli; but their particular ethnic connections cannot now 
be determined. From the early Bronze Age, however, the central and eastern 
areas of modern Poland were inhabited by Baits; the north-western areas fell 
within the fringe of Germanic settlement, which had stabilized in southern 
Scandinavia.3 South-western areas formed part of the Central European 
Culture, which possessed an Illyrian - Celtic complexion. Only the extreme 
south-eastern corner of modern Poland, in the vicinity of Rzeszow and 
Przemysl, would have fallen within the extreme bounds of Slavonic settlement. 
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In the Roman period, a massive influx of Celts was provoked by disturbances 
over the mountains in Bohemia. The Celts filtered eastwards as far as the River 
San and beyond, building an impressive series of hill-forts. At Rudki in the Holy 
Cross Mountains they developed the most extensive iron-mining complex in 
prehistoric Europe. They would presumably have provided the dominant cul
tural element of southern Poland until the arrival of the Slavs. Their presence 
may conceivably help to explain the distinctive characteristics and separate con
nections of the Vistulanians in the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries. Celtic 
place-names, such as Tyniec and Sola, have survived to this day in the environs 
of Cracow. (See Map 3b, p. 36.) 

Great caution, however, is imperative, not least in the use of modern labels. 
If it is unwise to put the Slavonic tag on any archaeological finds prior to AD 
500, it is certainly improper to call anything at all at this juncture 'Polish'. The 
cultures of the various branches of the Slavonic family were as yet largely undif
ferentiated. The variations within the group of Western Slavs could not possi
bly have assumed their later form. For one thing, the name of Poland derives 
from that of just one tribe, the Polanie or 'Polanians', who may, or may not, 
have been closely related to their immediate neighbours. For another, the 
Vistulanians to the south, with their fortress of Cracow, seem to have fostered 
connections more with the Danube Basin than with life on the northern plain. It 
is an established fact, for example, that in the eighth century they were subjects 
of the Great Moravian Empire, and that they first received Christian baptism 
from the Methodian mission. At this time, their links with the Polanians, if any, 
are completely unknown. It is also known from the writings of the Byzantine 
Emperor, Constantine Porphyrogenitus, that the area round Cracow was once 
known as 'White Croatia', and that it served as the spring-board for the Croats 
on their long journey to the Adriatic Coast. Etymological clues suggest that the 
Croats may have been slavicized Sarmatians (as the Bulgarians are a slavicized 
Turkic people). Their lengthy sojourn in southern Poland in the company of, or 
in succession to the Celts, may well have inspired the persistent legends of the 
Poles' own Sarmatian origins. The plethora of Polish place-names connected 
with the root of Sorb-, Sarb-, and Serb-, emphasizes the common Slavonic as 
opposed to any particularly western Slavonic context of primeval settlement in 
the migratory period. 

Literary records throw little light on the over-all scene. In this part of the 
world, the gap that yawns between the last writings of the ancients and the ear
liest chronicles of the medieval world is all but unbridgeable. Discoveries of 
Roman coins and Roman bronzeware as far afield as Prussia and Mazovia bear 
witness to the penetration of Roman trade far beyond the imperial frontiers.4 

Yet the Romans knew little about the Baltic and the Vistula Basin. Their near
est approach occurred in AD 178-9 when a company of some 850 men, having 
completed a punitive campaign against the local Teutons, bivouacked through 
the winter in the vicinity of Trencin in Moravia. Earlier in the same century 
Tacitus, having described the shore of what he called the Suabian Sea, admitted 
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that 'at this point our knowledge of the world ends'.5 In his review of the tribes 
of Germania, he mentions the Lemovii and the Rugii on the coast of Pomerania, 
and the Gotones (Goths) on the Vistula. His delphic reference to the 'Venedii' 
has been variously interpreted as proof of the existence of Germanic Vandals or 
else of Slavic Wends. Pliny's Natural History recalls the exploits of a Roman 
knight in the reign of Nero who travelled overland from Carnuntum on the 
Danube to the Baltic coast, returning home with a huge quantity of precious 
amber. But what part of the lands through which the knight travelled were 
inhabited by Slavs, he fails to mention. And after that, for six hundred years, the 
records are virtually silent. Throughout this long darkness, there are few 
glimpses of the settled agricultural population; though from time to time occa
sional echoes are heard of migrating peoples as they trekked across the darkened 
stage. Both the Goths and the Vandals lived in the Vistula Basin before migrat
ing to the south and east on the first stage of their complicated wanderings. The 
Ostrogothic Empire, which flourished right across the Baltic—Black Sea area in 
the second and third centuries, gave way to the still more ephemeral Empire of 
the Huns. It is unlikely that Attila himself crossed the Carpathians on his great 
expedition to Gaul in 451; but there is good reason to believe that in the follow
ing decade the retreating Hunnic horde was run to ground somewhere on the 
Vistula and destroyed by the vengeful Ostrogoths. In this regard, prehistorians 
are endlessly tantalized by an isolated phrase in a later Anglo-Saxon poem, the 
Widsith, which tells how 'the Hraede with their sharp swords must defend their 
ancient seat from the people of Aetla by the Wistla wood.'6 After the Huns came 
the Avars, whose rise to supremacy in central Europe coincided with the reasser-
tion of the Roman Empire in the East by Justinian. Then, in their turn, follow
ing their failure at the gates of Constantinople in 626, the Avars lost control of 
their tributary lands north of the Carpathians, and their fragile realm disinte
grated. From that point onward, the expansion of the Slavonic peoples could 
proceed without serious hindrance. The nomadic life was losing its appeal. The 
barbarian incursions were becoming ever more infrequent. With the important 
intervals of the Magyars in the ninth century and of the Mongols in the thir
teenth, the Slavs of the North European Plain could look forward to a long era 
of consolidation and development. 

Inevitably, in the wake of so many human migrations, the ethnic mix of the 
population was extremely rich. As a result, it is quite impossible to isolate any
thing resembling an ethnic core, or, at the distance of more than a thousand 
years, to distinguish Slavonic from non-Slavonic racial elements. In a society 
that was as yet entirely unlettered, it is impossible to identify a specifically Polish 
or 'Lechian' culture from within the undifferentiated mass of the western Slavs. 
People who imagine that the Poles or Polish culture are somehow 'indigenous' 
to the Polish lands are as mistaken as those who believe that Europe is the 
original home of the Europeans. They are looking for full-grown, modern 
blooms in unlabelled packets of prehistoric mixed seeds. To look for Poles in the 
eighth or ninth centuries, is as anachronistic, and as pointless, as looking for 
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Englishmen in the age of Hengist and Horsa. In the last resort, all our ancestors 
were alien mongrel immigrants. 

The linguistic picture is equally confused. It stands to reason that somewhere 
there must have been people speaking a language, or group of related languages, 
from which modern Polish has since developed. Philologists have succeeded in 
reconstructing the main outlines of protoslavic syntax and vocabulary. But in 
the total absence of any linguistic records prior to the thirteenth century, any 
accurate description of the dialects of west Slav speech in earlier times is out of 
the question. One may suppose that the Polanian, Mazovian, Vistulanian, and 
Silesian dialects were diverging from common Slav in response to the varying 
linguistic environment of the areas in which the Slavs settled. But scholars can 
only speculate about the persistence of common forms and the interrelation
ships in the Slav group as a whole. (See Diagram D.) 

None the less, in the eighth century, at the very start of recorded history in 
Northern Europe, the main westerly tide of human settlement may be seen to 
falter, and then to eddy in the opposite direction. The Frankish Kingdom, which 
stretched right across Germany, held off the Slavs on its eastern borders; whilst 
the establishment of the Duchy of Bavaria drove the first of several wedges that 
were to separate the Slavs of the south from their kinsfolk on the northern plain. 
Before long, the Slavs were to be pressurized both by Scandinavian raiders in the 
Baltic and by the steady advance of the Saxons on the Elbe and Odra. The return 
of the Germans across the Elbe in the early tenth century is generally taken to 
mark the onset of that Drang nach Osten which many historians have regarded 
as the main theme of Central European History over the next thousand years.7 

Yet the easterly drive has by no means been the sole prerogative of the Germans. 
Once the western and central regions of the continent were effectively settled, 
organized, and defended, the possibilities for expansion towards the more open 
marches of the east proved more attractive for everyone. When the Germans 
were trying to recross the Elbe, the French were beginning to press for the Rhine, 
just as the Poles were heading for the Dnieper. The area available for coloniza
tion has constantly retreated in an easterly direction. Seen from the European 
perspective, therefore, the expansion of the Poles and Lithuanians into medieval 
Ruthenia and Ukraine, or the still more dramatic expansion of the Great 
Russians from their base in Muscovy into the steppes of Siberia and Central 
Asia, forms a part of the Drang nach Osten no less significant than that of the 
Germans into Brandenburg, Pomerania, Prussia, and Livonia. 

The history of primitive agriculture in Poland is another subject where theo
ries are more common than hard facts. It is clear that conditions have not always 
been constant. Studies of variable water-levels suggest that warm periods have 
alternated with cooler ones throughout the post-glacial epoch. The water-level 
at Biskupin rose far enough in the late Bronze Age to drown the island settle
ment completely. Later on, in the seventh century, it subsided to permit the re-
establishment of a flourishing fortress community, which survived for four 
hundred years. A number of studies point to the conclusion that the climate was 
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more favourable in the high medieval period than at any time before or since. 
Research in the Karkonosze Mountains has shown that the tree-line was no less 
than 600 feet higher in the fourteenth century than in the twentieth, and that 
vines, apricots, and melons were grown in valleys where they can no longer be 
produced. In the Vistula Delta, the accumulation of alluvium has been very 
erratic. The main enlargement of the Delta, and the formation of the spit of 
Westerplatte, occurred in the seventeenth century, conceivably indicating an 
increase of river water and a lengthy deterioration in the weather.8 Despite the 
variations, however, there is ample archaeological evidence to confirm that at 
no point since the Bronze Age was agriculture seriously interrupted. Sickles and 
half-scythes, datable to the first century BC have been unearthed in Nowa Huta 
near Cracow. Rotary querns of similar vintage have been recovered at Wroclaw, 
and at Inowroclaw in Kujawy. Ploughshares from Nowa Huta and from Brzeg 
in Silesia have been dated to c. AD 300. Already in the pre-migration period, 
contacts with Pannonia across the Carpathians were considerable, and all four 
major cereals were in production. The very name 'Polska', deriving from the 
Slavonic word pole 'field', is sometimes taken to indicate native prowess in 
agriculture. Certainly by the thirteenth century, central Poland was the object of 
a major influx of German peasant colonizers, moving into lands which could 
sustain a marked increase in the number of its inhabitants. By the fourteenth 
century, it was capable not only of supporting a rapidly growing population but 
also of providing a regular surplus for exchange and trade.9 According to 
Haxthausen and others, this situation had not been reached in the central 
Muscovite provinces of Russia as late as the middle decades of the nineteenth 
century. 

The process of Polish settlement defies any precise description therefore; but 
the resultant pattern can be reasonably discerned by the beginning of historic 
times. Given that the pressure from increasing population and from the west
ward movement of peoples out of Asia was equivalent to that elsewhere in 
Europe, the over-all density of settlement would be somewhat less in Poland 
than in Germany or in France, where conditions were still more favourable. 
Given also that the total surface area was far more extensive than the total cul
tivable area, it seems reasonable to suppose that only the very best sites would 
have been exploited, and that considerable distances would have separated 
them. Yet once a settlement was founded, the adequate level of 'life-support 
capacity' ensured its survival. Harsh winters, inferior communications, and 
great distances all combined to isolate neighbouring communities from each 
other. Hence the typical Polish pattern clearly observable in historic times, of 
deeply-rooted, self-sufficient but widely scattered localities. 

Lowmianski has attempted to put precise figures to the density of population 
in the tenth century. Starting from the basis of a family of six persons working 
the two-field system, he calculated that each family required 22 hectares to sup
port itself. This is equivalent to a density of 13.5 persons per square kilometre 
of cultivated land, or 4.5/km2 of total land surface. It would suppose a total 
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population of 1,125,000 in the nascent Polish kingdom. It compares to a con
temporary population density in Bohemia and Moravia of 6/km2, in Germany 
of 10/km2, and in Kievan Rus of 3/km2, and with total populations respectively 
of 450,000, 3,500,000, and 4,500,ooo.10 

The strength of the locality was apparent in Poland from earliest times. 
Though somewhat less prosperous than its French or German counterpart the 
Polish locality combined the economic self-sufficiency of European settlements 
with a degree of isolation comparable to that of Russia. Hence, it has been 
argued, a diametrically different pattern arose from that pertaining in Muscovy, 
where the localities were isolated but not economically viable, and where the 
pooling of resources in a strong, communal organization was essential to sur
vival. In Poland, the inhabitants of the localities could well afford to resist the 
advances of outside authorities as unwarranted interference in their private 
affairs. Their typical attitudes would be those of individual freedom, allodial 
land holding, local pride, and regional patriotism. The opportunities for rulers 
to construct a successful power base was less than in Western Europe, where set
tlement was denser and connections between localities were closer, and less 
again than in Muscovy, where the localities readily submitted to the centre in 
the interests of protection and mutual supply. Thus, on this crucial question of 
the relationship of the parts to the whole, the pattern of settlement in Poland has 
been seen to be quite characteristic even in modern times. The traditional term 
in Polish for the locality was gniazdo or 'nest'. It aptly expresses the strong sen
timental bond, which tied people to the one small area where most of them 
would spend their entire lives, and where the peasants on the lord's estate felt 
greater affinity with their immediate neighbours of all classes, than with anyone 
from outside. The sociologist, Andrzej Zajaczkowski, has argued with some 
conviction that the political and social life of the pre-Partition Era depended on 
the interplay of the ''grands voisinages' and the 'petits voisinages', - the former 
being the political catchment areas of the great magnatial patrons, the latter 
being the isolated villages and estates within each larger area.11 In this view, the 
role of the neighbourhoods set definite limits on the authority of the King and 
central government, and continued even after the state had been formally 
destroyed. Pan Tadeusz, the epic poem written by Adam Mickiewicz in 1834, 
can be seen as the greatest of many works of Polish literature which extol the 
sentimentalities and the individualism of life in a remote rural locality. 

The disjunctive pattern of settlement in Poland is well depicted in the surveys 
of the Crown Estates undertaken from the sixteenth century onwards. These 
Lustracje (Inventories) form a historical source of the first importance, as 
detailed and as thorough as the Domesday Book of Norman England. Very fre
quently, they record widely dispersed agglomerations of villages, each clustered 
round its focal castle, town, or manor, and each separated from the next by an 
intervening expanse of wilderness. Although they confine themselves to the 
Crown Estates there is no reason to suppose that the pattern of settlement was 
any different on land owned by the nobility or by the Church. Any number of 
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examples could be cited. In the Lustracja of the Palatinate of Cracow in 1564, 
for instance, the district of Podhale was held in lease from the Crown by the 
Pieniazek family. One brother, Jan Pieniazek, chief Magistrate of the Cracow 
District, held a group of six villages in the upper valley of the Raba. The other, 
Prokop, Pieniazek, proved his right to a somewhat larger tenancy immediately 
to the south. He held ten villages in addition to the town of Nowy Targ. Of 
these, along the headwaters of the Dunajec - by far the most valuable was the 
manor of Szaflary, which commanded the site of what today is the mountain 
resort of Zakopane. The detailed descriptions of these isolated rural commun
ities composed in a macaronic jumble of Polish and Latin immortalize those his
toric moments when the inhabitants of the immemorial countryside first 
surrendered their anonymity to the agents of the modern state (see Table, pages 
46 and 47). Szaflary was specially remote as a result of the mountainous terrain; 
but it did not differ significantly from thousands of similar estates across the 
length and breadth of the land. 

The correlation between the state and the nature of the terrain on which it is sit
uated poses some of the most fascinating problems of political geography. 
Phrases such as 'river valley despotisms' or 'Gulf Stream democracies' have been 
coined in attempts to explain why particular locations have spawned particular 
forms of government. In Western Europe, no one would dispute that the Swiss 
Alps, the English Channel, the Dutch dykes, or the Venetian lagoon have effect
ively sheltered the democracies which grew up under their protection. In Eastern 
Europe, Russia provides the classic example of how extreme conditions of space, 
climate, and poverty can foster correspondingly extreme traditions of autocracy. 

In these general arguments, the Polish—Lithuanian Republic occupies an 
interesting place. If Muscovy was the home of the 'patrimonial state', where 
everything and everyone was put to the absolute disposition of the ruler, it is 
curious that Muscovy's immediate neighbour should have developed precisely 
the opposite tendency. If Poland-Lithuania occupied a transitional location 
between Europe and Russia, one might have expected it to have manifested a 
transitional blend of European and Russian practices. But this is not the case. 
The Polish-Lithuanian state was as completely decentralized as the Russian 
state was centralized. Its ruler was as limited as the Tsar was absolute. Its 
regions were as wayward, as the Russian provinces were controlled. Its noble 
citizens were as free as the subjects of the Tsar were bonded. Its policy was as 
passive as that of Russia was active; and its failure was as great as Russia's suc
cess. The two great states which between them dominated Eastern Europe in the 
modern period were as different as chalk and cheese. 

Like Muscovy, Poland was essentially a land-locked community. Despite mod
ern propaganda, which pays great attention to supposed maritime traditions, 
Poland's connections with the Baltic were extremely slender. The link with 
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"Western Pomerania lasted for only a few years in the tenth and twelfth centuries; 
whilst the hold over East Prussia between 1525 and 1657 had lost all practical 
significance long before it was legally terminated. Control of the shoreline of 
Eastern Pomerania/Western Prussia, with its city of Danzig, prior to 1308 and 
from 1454 to 1793, gave Poland its one small, but important port-hole on to the 
northern sea. Expansion towards the distant Black Sea was consistently more 
practicable than to the near-by Baltic. Poland's long-term partner, Lithuania, had 
similar experiences. Lithuania's famous boast to stretch 'from sea to shining sea', 
though technically correct in the fifteenth century, looks considerably less impres
sive when her dominion on the Baltic was seen to consist of one small town -
Palanga (Polaga) - and on the Black Sea of an undeveloped strip of virgin coast 
between the Dniestr and Dniepr estuaries. At its maximum extent in the late 
Jagiellonian period, the Kingdom of Poland included only 120 miles of coastline 
in its 3,800 miles of frontier or about 3 per cent; while the Grand Duchy included 
some 165 miles out of 2,800, or about 6 per cent. The rest of these immense terri
tories were entirely surrounded by land. In the following period, the efforts of 
Poland and Lithuania to gain joint control over the seaside territory of Livonia 
ended largely in failure. In the settlement of 1660, Poland-Lithuania was awarded 
only a small part of the Livonian interior; whilst its Baltic coastline possessed only 
the one seaport of Liepaja (Libau, Lipawa). Later Polish states were similarly 
landbound. Neither the Duchy of Warsaw, nor the Congress Kingdom had any 
coastline at all; and the Second Republic, even when the extraordinary configura
tion of the Hel Peninsula is taken into consideration, possessed a mere 45 miles of 
the Baltic shore. In this light the possession by the present People's Republic of 
over 300 miles of coastline must be viewed as a radical departure from historical 
realities. In this perspective, Poland's maritime connections have had only mar
ginal significance. As Sebastian Klonowic wrote in 1596: 

Fair Poland nestles on a fertile sod, 
Content as though within the lap of God. 
What cares the Pole about the ocean's stand? 
He ploughs the land. 
Forsooth, my brother Pole, I know not why 
Thou cravest more? Thy fields supply 
Thy every need. Why seekest thou more betimes 
In far-off climes?13 

In the modern era, Polish statesmen saw their country's exclusion from the sea 
as an important cause of political and economic weakness. But they were never 
able to remedy the situation satisfactorily by their own efforts. 

Territorial security was an important consideration, though not a simple 
one. It can be seen to be the product of several contributory factors, including 
desirability, accessibility, defensibility, and tenability. (In other words, a given 
location is only secure when no one potential aggressor either wants it, or 
can reach it, capture it, or retain it.) Central Poland was certainly a desirable 
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territory, both in itself and as a means of passage to points further afield. To its 
German neighbours, it offered space and the prospect of land for colonization, 
the notorious Lebensraum (living space) of the twentieth century. To its Russian 
neighbours, it offered valuable granary provinces, particularly in the south and 
south-east; a long-desired link with Europe; and a strategic buffer zone. It was 
also extremely accessible. Armies and people moving westwards out of central 
Asia, or eastwards out of Europe, were automatically channelled across Polish 
territory by the configuration of the land mass. Everyone from the Goths, 
Vandals, Avars, and Magyars, to Batu Khan in 1241-2, Napoleon in 1807-12, 
and Hitler in 1939-41, not to mention the Crimean Tartars, whose annual 
incursions lasted for centuries, rode into Poland with the minimum of hin
drance. As in Russia, it has always been virtually impossible to deny the enemy 
an easy initial penetration. Extended lines of defence left unguarded loopholes 
which could always be swiftly exploited. On the other hand, the country was 
extremely difficult to hold in subjection. Invading armies melted away into the 
vast countryside. Insurrectionary forces found easy refuge in remote wilder
nesses. Almost without exception, the only effective way of controlling Poland 
for any length of time, once it was overrun, has been by indirect rule and local 
autonomy. This line has been followed by the Tsarist Government in the eigh
teenth century and from 1815 to 1830; by the French from 1807 to 1813; by the 
Germans in 1915-18, and by the USSR since 1944. Numerous attempts to 
impose direct rule, by the Tsar after 1831, and 1864; by the Bolsheviks in 1919-
20; and by the Nazis in 1939—45, have invariably provoked immense local resis
tance. 

From all of this, it should be evident that geopolitics have indeed affected 
Poland's development, but only in a negative way. The absence of any out
standing geographical features, has served to give added importance to forms of 
state organization, to the exploitation of resources, and to dynamic psycholog
ical factors. The historical geographer is left with questions such as why Poland 
was unable to organize its considerable human and economic resources as 
efficiently as its neighbours; why, in the crises of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, in terms of soldiers per head of population, Russia was ten and 
Prussia thirty times more efficient than Poland; or why both Russia and Prussia 
possessed the demonic drive to expand whilst Poland did not. 

One line of approach is provided by relative chronology - by the fact that 
Poland developed much more quickly than her neighbours. The Polish kingdom 
as unified in the fourteenth century developed with precocious rapidity, 
expanded into territories once ruled by the moribund Ruthenian principalities, 
and associated itself with the overblown Grand Duchy of Lithuania. At this 
stage, Muscovy was still an insignificant backwater, struggling to shake off the 
Mongol yoke. Prussia still lay in the grip of the Teutonic Order. In the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries, Poland—Luthuania was the largest, and arguably 
strongest, state in Eastern Europe. In 1569, when the constitution of the 
united Polish-Lithuanian Republic was finally sealed by the Union of Lublin, 
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the political link of the Hohenzollern dukes in Prussia with their relations in 
Brandenburg was confined to the promise of an eventual reversion on the fail
ure of male descent. In Muscovy, Ivan IV, whose barbarous extermination of 
Novgorod and other Russian countries was matched only by the sensational 
violence towards his own subjects, had still not crossed the Urals, and was bat
tling to gain a foothold on the Volga at Kazan, and on the Baltic at Narva. Thus 
the Polish system gelled at a time when internal prosperity was at its height and 
the external threat was still small. The decentralized traditions of defence, 
finance, and executive power were perpetuated in line with previous conditions, 
and not in expectation of increased pressures. It could be argued that Poland 
developed too soon, or too easily. 

A second line of approach is provided by the Lithuanian connection, which 
complicates any arguments based on the geography of central Poland. For 407 
years, from 1385 to 1793, Poland and Lithuania were joined together, first by the 
personal union of crowns and then by a constitutional union. Their association 
was longer than the comparable experience of England and Scotland since 1603. 
The Lithuanian state as founded in the thirteenth century may be seen as the last 
and most successful of the primitive and usually ephemeral enterprises which 
emerged in Eastern Europe from the ninth century onwards. Like Kiev Rus (which 
has been aptly described as 'a glorified Hudson's Bay Company'), like the Great 
Moravian 'Empire', or like the primitive Polish Kingdom of Mieszko I, it was 
created by a team of intrepid warriors whose ability to conquer vast areas of 
sparsely populated prairie, was far greater than their powers of permanent admin
istration. Its existence was prolonged by the union of 1385 with the Polish monar
chy, with whose assistance the rising threat of the Teutonic Order was averted; 
and its feeble hold on the southern provinces of Volhynia, Podolia, and the 
Ukraine was ultimately recognized by their transfer to the Polish Kingdom at the 
time of the constitutional union. Yet Lithuania always remained the more vulner
able and weaker half of the Republic. Its human resources were fewer, its eco
nomic base more precarious, its defences more open, its nobility more wayward, 
its capacity to defend itself was more inadequate. Its position adjacent to Muscovy 
called for a sterner stance. From the end of the fifteenth century, the Polish army 
was continually required to bolster the flagging performance of the hard-pressed 
Lithuanians. As time went on, the Grand Duchy proved to be a burden which 
weighed ever more heavily on the shoulders of the Kingdom. If one holds therefore 
that the institutions and traditions of the united Republic grew naturally from the 
circumstances of Poland, one might equally maintain that their extension into 
Lithuania was one of the principal causes of their failure. But here again there are 
serious drawbacks. One has only to remember the role of Lithuania in repeated 
Polish Risings throughout the nineteenth century, long after the legal link had been 
broken, to realize that the bond between Poland and Lithuania was not quite so 
artificial or burdensome as geography alone might imply. 

By this time, the dull sublunary amateur who imagined that Geography could 
give simple clues to the central problems of Poland's History will be forced to 
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have second thoughts. The once tempting idea that geographical conditions in 
the Polish lands nurtured Democracy as surely as Muscovy nurtured Autocracy 
does not find support in detailed research. 

At all events, great caution is necessary. It is all too easy, having refined the 
constituent factors of political geography, to pretend that they represent the ele
ments of a mathematical sum. They do not. They provide the variable con
stituents of social and economic life which in turn forms no more than the 
material for the exercise of human will and the making of arbitrary decisions. 
Political affairs are conducted by men whose perception of the objective reali
ties of their predicament is rarely confident and never exact, and who are free to 
ignore them or defy them as they choose. In Poland's case at every turning-point, 
- in 1385, 1569, 1683, 1717, 1794-5, 1918, or 1944 - decisions were taken or 
avoided which could have been different, and which could have led to different 
results. The Polish state, like every other political organism, was created not by 
predetermined forces, but by men. Its collapse in the eighteenth century was no 
more inevitable than its resurrections in the twentieth. Its future is no more 
ascertained than that of any other country. Geography, in fact, as 'the science of 
our revolving earth', describes little more than the potter's wheel. Man is both 
the Potter, and the Clay; and it is Man, not Geography, that is the villain. 



3 

PIAST 

The Polanian Dynasty (to 1370) 

Reputedly, Piast was a peasant. According to the Anonymous Gaul writing 
some 250 years later, he ascended the throne in succession to the wicked Popiel 
who, also reputedly, was eaten by mice in the dungeon of Kruszwica. He is thus 
a figure which links Poland's legendary past with its recorded history. Before his 
time, the historian is dealing with the tribal tales of Lech, Czech, and Rus - the 
three Slav brothers who founded respectively the Polish, Czech, and Ruthenian 
peoples - and of King Krak, who killed the dragon of the Vistula. Lech built his 
'Eagle's Nest' at Gniezno; Krak built his castle above the dragon's cave on 
Wawel Hill in Cracow; and Wanda, Krak's daughter, jumped to her death in the 
river rather than marry a German prince. For his part, Piast was said to be in his 
garden celebrating the coming-of-age of his son, when two strangers prophesied 
that the people would choose him to rule over them. From later evidence, it is 
clear that he must have lived in the middle of the ninth century, and ruled over 
the Polanians,* the most prominent of the West Slav tribes settled between the 
Odra and the Vistula. He would have been alive when in the west the Empire of 
Charlemagne was divided into the three Frankish kingdoms, and, when to the 
south the Great Moravian Empire was approaching its brief ascendancy. At this 
period, in France, civil war and Viking raids had reduced the country to help
lessness; in England, the young King Alfred of Wessex was preparing to resist 
the Danish advance; in Russia, Rurik's Varangians were exploring the route 
from Novgorod to Kiev; in the Mediterranean, Byzantium having weathered the 
onslaught of Islam, and the convulsions of Iconoclasm, was about to enjoy a 
new lease of life under the Macedonian dynasty. Christianity, spreading from its 
twin oracles in Rome and Constantinople, was slowly reaching out toward the 
Slavs. Bulgaria was on the point of conversion. The mission of Saints Cyril and 
Methodius was at work amongst the Moravians and possibly amongst the 
Vistulanian tribes also. 

From his humble beginnings, Piast was to launch a dynasty which lasted for 
five centuries, and which, after many vicissitudes, was to join the neighbouring 
tribes into one Polish kingdom. A linguistic theory, which draws on the Polish 
word piastowac, meaning ' to cradle in one's arms', and by extension ' to hold 

* In Polish, Polanie: appears in English variously as 'Polanians', or as 'Polians'. 
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office', suggests that like the Carolingians in France or the Stuarts in Scotland, 
Piast turned the office of major-domo at the princely court into that of heredi
tary ruler. At all events, his descendants provide the most important thread of 
continuity over half a millennium. The least unmemorable among them include 
Mieszko I (c. 922-92), the first Christian prince; Boleslaw I Chrobry (Boleslaus 
the Brave, 967-1025), the first crowned King; Boleslaw II Szczodry (Boleslaus 
the Bold, 1039-81); Boleslaw HI Krzywousty, (Boleslaus the Wry-mouthed, 
1085-1138); Konrad Mazowiecki (Conrad of Mazovia, c. 1191-1247); and 
finally Wladyslaw Lokietek, (Ladislaus the Elbow-High, c. 1260-1333) and his 
son Kazimierz III (Casimir the Great, 1310-70), who were the real founders of 
the Polish monarchy. (See Diagram E.) For practical purposes, their rule can be 
divided into three distinct periods. The first, to the death of Krzywousty in 113 8, 
embraces the period of primitive monarchy in which the Piast princes succeeded 
each other in direct line. The second, from 1138 to 1320, was a period of frag
mentation, or, as it is presently referred to, of 'regionalization' - where several 
branches of the dynasty fought for supremacy over the provinces of a divided 
country. The third, which began with Lokietek's coronation in Cracow in 1320, 
was followed by the process of reunification and by the growth of permanent 
institutions.1 

The emergence of the Piast dynasty from its previous obscurity was provoked 
in the third quarter of the tenth century by the rise of the neighbouring Saxon 
Empire. In 955, Otto I, son of Henry the Fowler, gained immense prestige in 
Central Europe through his momentous victory over the heathen Magyars on 
the Lechfeld near Augsburg. Seven years later he was crowned Emperor by the 
Pope in Rome. In the following years he was able to exert considerable pressure 
over the Slavs on his eastern borders. He had received the homage of the 
Premyslid prince of Bohemia already in 950; and he now vigorously extended his 
father's policy of planting German colonies in the Marks of Brandenburg and 
Lusatia. In 961-2, he obtained papal support for raising the see of Magdeburg 
into a missionary diocese over all the Slavonic lands, and sent its prospective 
bishop on a mission to Kiev Rus. Such was the context of Mieszko I's alliance 
with Boleslas of Bohemia - the brother and assassin of St. Wenceslas - and of 
his Christian baptism. Seeing the inexorable advance of Christendom in general, 
and of the German Empire in particular, the Polanian prince may well have 
judged his christening to be the better part of valour. By accepting Christianity 
from Bohemia, he parried the prospect of forcible conversion, which even then 
was facing his Wendish and Obodritian neighbours; and he stood to benefit 
from their distress. At the same time, he stood to put some distance between 
himself and the Emperor's ambition, and in particular to keep the missionary 
instincts of the German clergy at bay. In short, the Piast dynasty could hope to 
preserve a measure of independence. This indeed proved to be the case. 
Although Mieszko may possibly have made some form of token submission to 
Otto III in 984, during the infant Emperor's minority, there can be no doubt that 
Mieszko's heir, Boleslaw Chrobry, rose to be one of the Emperor's principal 
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associates. Otto III, whose mother Theophano was a Byzantine princess, was 
not bounded by the narrow vision of his German ecclesiastical mentors, and his 
brief dream of a universal western empire undoubtedly held an honourable 
place for the Slav princes. His visit to Gniezno in AD IOOO and his confirmation 
of the autonomous Polish See were much resented in Germany. But the marked 
growth of Polanian power and prestige at this juncture enabled the Piasts to defy 
later attempts to reassert imperial hegemony. 

The territory of Piast Poland cannot be simply described. It is the practice in 
some quarters to publish a map of 'Poland in the year AD IOOO', showing both a 
clearly marked frontier line and a remarkable resemblance to the territory of the 
People's Republic since 1945.2 This map is slightly misleading. Although for a 
very brief moment at the beginning of his career, Boleslaw Chrobry did indeed 
rule over the inhabitants of an expanse of land coinciding most conveniently 
with the decisions of the Potsdam Conference, it can easily be overlooked that 
he went on to conquer lands as far as the Danube and the Dnieper. The territory 
of the Piasts did not coincide with the limits of c.990-1002 and 1945 — at any 
other time, either before or afterwards. If the map-makers were to take as their 
point of reference not the exceptional vintage of AD 1000, but AD 900,1100,1200, 
or 1300, or, more relevantly, the year 991 in which, in the Dagome Index, the 
boundaries of the 'realm of Gniezno' were first described, they would notice 
some remarkable differences. Polish territory was fluctuating constantly. Prior 
to 1320, it was not united into a single organic whole, except for brief interludes. 
In these early centuries, historians would be better advised to talk less of 'Polish 
territory' and more of 'the Polish obedience'. Although Boleslaw Chrobry was 
said to have driven iron stakes into both the Saal and the Dnieper to mark his 
conquests, there were few fixed frontiers; and there was no state, in the modern 
sense of a central authority evenly spread over all parts of a defined area. Indeed, 
in the modern sense, there was no 'Poland'. Land was much less important than 
people. Princes described their realm not in terms of acreage but in terms of the 
people who obeyed their orders, or sought their protection. Their political 
power pulsed irregularly from established centres, whose direct influence dimin
ished in proportion to the time and distance required for a posse of knights to 
ride out and enforce it. In outlying districts, located more than three or four 
days' ride from the centre, it would be reduced by the separate and competing 
power of subordinates, rivals, or enemies. At any one moment, a man in any 
particular locality could be bound by different forms and by different degrees of 
fear and loyalty, to his neighbours, to his tribe, to his liege lord, to the prince, to 
the bishop, to the commander of the local garrison, to the outlaws in the forest, 
or to the 'foreigners' over the hill. His predicament was infinitely subtle and 
mobile, and cannot be represented by a spot on a map, in a nice red area, inside 
a tidy black line. The Piasts began as princes of just one of the many tribes. They 
only assumed control of the Vistulanians and of their town of Cracow, in 990. 
Their hold on Pomerania and Silesia was impermanent, and on Mazovia incom
plete. Their conquests in Red Ruthenia and beyond were not confirmed until the 
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fourteenth century. Although there is every reason to suppose that the ruling 
elite spoke that version of the West Slavonic language from which modern 
Polish has developed, they ruled over people of mixed cultural and ethnic con
nections. Their encouragement of a common cultural and political tradition 
throughout their far-flung domain can only have proceeded very slowly. There 
is no hard evidence for a separate and distinct Polish linguistic community 
before the twelfth century. The earliest record of the Polish language is to be 
found in the 'Bull of Gniezno' of 1136. (See Map 4, p. 58.) 

In many ways, the history of the ecclesiastical province of Poland, the See of 
Gniezno, was more straightforward than that of the state. Once established in 
AD 1000, it continued undisturbed throughout the Middle Ages. In the tenth cen
tury, the baptism of Mieszko I did not lead immediately to the creation of any 
formal church hierarchy. There was just the one apostolic bishopric at Poznan 
under its missionary bishop, Jordan. In 991, in the Dagome Index, preserved in 
the papal archives, Mieszko I asked that his realm be placed under the direct 
protection of the Pope, presumably to avoid the closer patronage of one or other 
of his Christian neighbours. Five years later, his successor received a mission 
from Rome headed by Vojtech (Adalbert), the exiled Bishop of Prague. Vojtech 
was a devoted missionary, and, after a brief stay among the Polanians, sailed on 
from Gdansk to the land of the pagan Prussians. There, in 997, he was foully 
murdered. His mutilated corpse was redeemed 'for a sack of gold' by the 
Polanians, and buried before the altar at Gniezno. He was speedily canonized, 
and as the patron 'Saint Wojciech' became the object of a popular Polish cult. It 
was the moment for action. In this year, when the world was supposed to come 
to an end, the Emperor, Otto III, was urged by the Pope to make a pilgrimage to 
Gniezno, and to create a metropolitan see. Lavishly entertained by Boleslaw 
Chrobry, he nominated Vojtech's brother, Radim (Gaudentius), as the first 
archbishop, and confirmed the request of the Dagome Index. Bishoprics were 
established at Cracow for the Vistulanians; at Vratislav (Wroclaw) for the 
Silesians; and at Kolobrzeg (Kolberg) for the Pomeranians. After Boleslaw 
Chrobry's death, the entire structure of the infant see was crippled in 1035-7 by 
a vast pagan uprising, which engulfed both State and Church. But it was 
patiently reconstructed during the next decades; and, with this one interval, 
began its unbroken career. As fresh provinces came into the Polish orbit, the 
diocesan structure was expanded. Plock received its bishop in 1050; Wloclawek 
and Lubusz (Lebus) in 1128; Western Pomerania at Wolin in 1140; Red 
Ruthenia, at Halicz and later at Lwow, in 1367. A parochial network was estab
lished in the twelfth century, and steadily consolidated. Monasticism, which 
made its first appearance with the Benedictines at Miedzyrzecz (Meseritz) near 
Poznan and at Tyniec near Cracow in the early eleventh century, was further 
strengthened by the arrival of the Cistercians in the twelfth, and of the mendi
cant orders in the thirteenth century. 

The character and connections of the early Christian church in Poland were 
far from simple, however. Catholic apologists from the Middle Ages onward 
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have always given exclusive attention to the Roman obedience and to the Latin 
rite. Yet, since the Polanians took their Christianity from Bohemia, it must be 
remembered that until the end of the eleventh century, the Slavonic liturgy of 
the Cyrillo-Methodian tradition co-existed in the Czech lands alongside the 
German-sponsored Latin church. Although there is no direct evidence that the 
baptism of the Vistulanian chieftain by Methodius left any lengthy imprint on 
religious life north of the Carpathians, there is no doubt that much of the reli
gious vocabulary of the Polish language was adopted from Czech and Slavonic 
forms, not from German or Latin ones. Words such as Chrzest (baptism), 
kazanie (sermon), kosciol (church), pacierz (Paternoster), and ksiadz (priest) 
provide clear examples. Both Wojciech and his half-brother, Gaudentius, were 
members of the noble Slavnik family which patronized the Slavonic rite, and 
may be expected to have brought their sympathies with them into Poland.3 

Relations between the established Church and the nascent state were not easy. 
In the first stages, the Piast princes badly needed the support of the bishops; but 
sometimes reacted strongly against them. In 1079, Bishop Stanislaw of Cracow, 
who repeatedly denounced the oppressions of King Boleslaw II and who had 
fomented a baronial rebellion against him, was promptly condemned to be killed 
and dismembered. The martyrdom of this Polish Becket ensured the success of 
the rebellion, and the expulsion of the king. Later on, in the period of fragmen
tation, the clergy increased their landed property, and were able to shed certain 
princely controls. In 1180, at the Synod of Leczyca, Casimir the Just, Prince of 
Cracow and Sandomierz, agreed to limit the jurisdiction of his officials over the 
population of church estates and to waive his rights to the property of defunct 
bishops. In the thirteenth century, on the initiative of Archbishop Henry Kietlicz 
(1150-1219), the agent of the Gregorian Reforms, cathedral chapters assumed 
the prince's right of appointing bishops. Canon law was extended throughout 
the ecclesiastical possessions, and the clergy became a privileged, autonomous 
estate. Divided against themselves, the princes could not resist. Their political 
power was severely eroded by a united church which readily wielded the threat 
of excommunication and the promise of coronations. Archbishop Jakub Swinka 
(d. 1314) was one of several prince-making prelates. In response, the princely 
families could do little but appeal to the Vatican over the heads of the bishops, 
and quite incidentally to produce an unprecedented number of saints. There was 
St. Jadwiga (1179-1243), wife of Henryk the Bearded, Prince of Silesia, canon
ized in 1267; the Blessed Kinga (1234-92), daughter of Bela IV, King of Hungary, 
who pursued the virgin life with her husband, Boleslaus the Shameful, Prince of 
Cracow; and Saint Salomea (d. 1268), daughter of Leszek the White. There were 
monastic saints - Bronislawa, a Premonstratensian nun, and Jacek, a Dominican 
friar. Even a historian, in the person of the careful Bishop Kadlubek, was raised 
to the ranks of the Blessed. Undoubtedly, however, the most important canon
ization was that of St. Stanislaw in 1257. His dismembered body was seen as the 
symbol of a divided country; and its miraculous recomposition was taken as a 
prophesy of Poland's eventual resurrection. 
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The status of the monarchy was never clearly defined. Although for practical 
purposes the Piasts were undoubtedly masters in their own house, their rela
tionship to the Holy Roman Emperor, and to other neighbouring authorities, 
was the subject of constant adjustments and accommodations. In the Latin doc
uments of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the Piasts were most frequently 
denoted by the dignity of Dux. Literally translated as 'Duke', or in German as 
'Herzog', the title inaccurately implies a degree of subordination to a feudal 
superior. By German historians, it was customarily interpreted as a sign of the 
Piasts' allegiance to the Holy Roman Emperor. In fact, it might better be ren
dered by 'chief or 'warleader'. Yet when Krzywousty's Testament divided the 
realm among his sons in 1138, the title that was chosen for 'the senior prince', 
who was to hold the province of Cracow and to enjoy precedence over his broth
ers, was not Dux, but Princeps. In Polish, the title of Dux is generally translated 
as Ksiqze to distinguish the rank of uncrowned prince from that of krol (rex) or 
'crowned king' — krol being a corruption of Karol - Karl - Charlemagne. 
Coronation, however, was no infallible sign of sovereign status. When Otto III 
placed his own crown on the head of Boleslaw Chrobry during the festivities at 
Gniezno in 1000, he raised him to the dignity of patricius, or 'elder of the Roman 
nation', and declared him 'brother and aide in the Empire'. Some historians see 
this as an act of favour between the Emperor and his vassal: others as a gesture 
of friendship between equals. Otto's agreement to Chrobry's formal coronation 
was unrealized for a quarter of a century owing to the intransigence of his suc
cessor, Henry II. It was put into effect with papal connivance in 1015 during the 
folio wing interregnum. Thereafter, coronation and recognition of the Polish 
rulers by no means came automatically. A number of Chrobry's successors 
admitted the over-lordship of the Emperor. In 1033, at the Congress of 
Merseburg, Mieszko II (990-1034) submitted to the new Salian Emperor, 
Conrad II, and turned Poland into an imperial fief. In contrast, Kazimierz II 
Odnowiciel (Casimir the Restorer, 1016-58), who rebuilt the state after the 
rebellion of 1037, was never crowned. Boleslaw II Szczodry (Boleslaus the Bold, 
1039—81), imitated his earlier namesake, and in 1076 crowned himself King 
whilst the Emperor Henry IV was distracted. Wladyslaw Herman (1043—1102) 
was not crowned, and submitted to the Emperor. His elder son, Zbigniew, 
sought the Emperor's protection against his younger brother Boleslaw HI 
Krzywousty. The latter was a predatory warrior who needed no one's protec
tion. He did not bother to be crowned, but in 1135 was invested by the Emperor 
with Pomerania. In the period of fragmentation, which followed, the inter
minable struggles for the Cracovian throne made royal coronations impossible. 
On occasion, as with Boleslaw Kedzierzawy (Boleslaus the Curly, 1120-73), 
Prince of Mazovia, who paid homage to Frederick Barbarossa in 1157, there 
were echoes of imperial suzerainty. After the death of Henryk II Pobozny, 
(Henry the Pious, 1191-1241), at the Battle of Legnica (Liegnitz), the concept of 
the principate was itself abandoned. Not until 1320, when Lokietek obtained 
the Pope's approval for his elevation as monarch of the reunited realm, did the 



THE POLANIAN DYNASTY 61 

Kingdom, the Corona regni Poloniae, and the royal title of Rex Poloniae (King 
of Poland) begin their permanent careers. Throughout these early centuries, the 
acts of homage and of coronation were weapons which all princes used in order 
to reinforce their precarious authority. In themselves, they were not an accurate 
measure of political power. They could be resorted to by weak rulers in the 
search for protection and reinforcement, and by strong ones as signs of success 
and independence, or as instruments of diplomacy. Equally, they could be 
ignored with impunity. Especially in the early period, the German Emperors 
naturally preferred to think that the Piasts owed them allegiance, whether as 
friends or as allies or as vassals; and they had several sound precedents to work 
on. For their part, the Piasts obviously preferred to consider themselves rulers of 
an independent realm, whose alliances with the Empire were of purely 
ephemeral significance. They, too, had their precedents. (See Map 5.) 

Royal marriages attested to the eminence of the Piast blood. Although there 
are examples of princes who married beneath their station, dynastic alliances 
constituted an obvious source of political power. In the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries the Piasts could aspire to imperial consorts. Mieszko II was married to 
Ryksa of the Rhine (Rycheza), granddaughter of Otto the Great; Wladyslaw II 
was married to a sister of Conrad III of Hohenstaufen. With increasing fre
quency, however, princely brides were found in the east. As from Kazimierz I, 
who married Maria Dobronega, daughter of Vladmir, Grand Duke of Kiev and 
of Anna, sister of Basil II, Emperor of Constantinople, no less than nine of the 
sixteen claimants to the senior Piast line were married to Ruthenian princesses. 
From these unions, arose the Piast claim to Red Ruthenia which Casimir the 
Great successfully pressed in 1340. At various times, marriage contracts were 
sealed with all the leading dynasties of Central Europe. Swietoslawa Storrada, 
the 'Proud', daughter of Mieszko I, was first married to Eric, King of Sweden 
and then to Sven, King of Denmark, by whom she gave birth to Canute the 
Great. Of the four wives of Boleslaw Chrobry, two were daughters of the 
Margrave of Meissen, and one the sister of Steven I, King of Hungary; but none, 
if we are to believe the Anonymous Gaul, were so beloved as his favourite 
Slavonic bride, Eminilda. 

Constitutionally, the realm was regarded as the prince's patrimony, and was 
ruled by customary laws. The numerous local officials, designated in Latin as 
comes (count), and in Polish first as pan (lord) and then as kasztelan (castellan), 
were appointed and removed at the ruler's word. They were responsible for the 
military and judicial administration of the various districts, each centred on its 
grod or 'fortress'. They also administered the royal estates, and the many forms 
of customary service and tribute, including the podwod (the provision of horses 
and transport); the przewod (the provision of a guard to travellers); the stan (the 
provision of board and lodging); the narzaz (tribute paid in cattle); the sep (the 
corn-rent paid by the monasteries); and the poradlne (the 'plough-penny') paid 
by Crown tenants. The princely court did not distinguish between its public and 
private functions. The chief official, the Wofewoda or Palatinus, served as the 
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prince's deputy in all matters of war and peace. The Polish title stresses his role 
as 'warleader', the Latin title his role as 'head of the palace'. He was assisted by 
the skarbnik (Thesaurius), or Treasurer; the kanclerz (Cancelarius) or 
Chancellor; and by an array of domestic courtiers including the Komornik 
(Camerarius) or chamberlain; the czesnik (pincerna) or cupbearer; the stolnik 
(dapifer) or steward; the miecznik (ensifer) or sword-bearer; and the chorazy 
(vexilifer) or standard-bearer. The princely Rada or Council, consisting of some 
dozen dignitaries, secular and clerical, enjoyed no separate prerogative. In the 
period of fragmentation, all these offices were multiplied in each of the courts 
of the provincial princes, and thereafter could not be easily reduced by the 
recentralized monarchy. Thus the office of Wojewoda, originally the object of 
one single appointment, made its appearance in each of the provinces, and 
remained as the focus of regional power for centuries to come. It tended to 
retain the full apparatus of a princely court, even after the regional principalities 
disappeared, and in many instances could resist the impositions of the king to 
whom it was theoretically subordinated. To counteract such centrifugal ten
dencies, Lokietek followed the example of the Bohemian kings by instituting a 
new and much more dense network of district officers. The function of the new 
starosta (capitaneus) inevitably overlapped with those of the old kasztelan and 
the Wojewoda, and could not be simply separated from them. Most typically in 
the political sphere, the starosta provided a channel to the king for the aspira
tions of the provincial nobility against the excessive influence of the Wojewoda 
both in local affairs and the Council. It is also possible that some forms of 
regional assembly survived the reunification of the kingdom from the previous 
period. The 'colloquium' of regional dignitaries had assumed extensive judicial 
functions, and was not challenged by the 'conventiones terrestrae' of the nobil
ity until the end of the fourteenth century. These Conventions could conve
niently be regarded as the ancestors of the later sejmiki, and hence of the Polish 
parliamentary system as a whole. But little is known of their workings. In the 
Piast era, none of these institutions had crystallized into their final form. 

Society was organized on a military basis. At the top of the social scale, stood 
the Druzyna or 'Team' of the prince's bodyguards. These seem to have been 
similar to the Huscarls of the Anglo-Saxon kings, and were drawn from a broad 
class of heredes (dziedzic) holding land from the prince in return for military ser
vice. Among the military class, several strata can be distinguished. The 
moznowladztwo or 'baronial caste' consisted of powerful families, often related 
to the prince by blood or distinguished service. They dominated the Council, the 
offices of state, and the political life in general. In the early centuries, they con
sidered themselves to be co-proprietors of the king's realm, and participated in 
its revenues. They represented a serious limitation on the patrimonial nature of 
princely power. Although they swore fidelity to the prince, and formally sub
mitted to his authority, they were the source of most of the rebellions, and of the 
interminable intrigues of the regional rulers against the senior Piast princes. In 
due course, their influence was matched by that of the great abbots and bishops 
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who were able to accumulate land and revenues on a similarly extensive scale. 
As from the early thirteenth century, the warrior caste was headed by the class 
of miles (rycerz) or 'knight'. Possessed of sufficient land and manpower to keep 
himself in horses, armour, and servants, he lived to fight, and to earn the grati
tude of his prince. In Malopolska, there are traces of the semi-knightly class of 
wlodyka or 'esquire', which was obliged to work its lands for its living and 
could only take to the battlefield in the most pressing circumstances. The great 
mass of heredes might only have provided one or two footsoldiers from several 
families of landholders. All these people might consider themselves members of 
the szlachta or 'fighting class'. But it was not till the very end of the Piast era that 
they began to develop notions of an exclusive, autonomous estate. 

At the bottom of the social scale were the slaves, organized in decades and 
legions, and designated in the documents as decimi. Originating as prisoners of 
war, they were settled on plots of their own and worked the larger estates. They 
resembled the servi casati of the Frankish kingdoms of a century or two earlier, 
and as such could be bought and sold. Some of the earliest surviving bills of 
exchange dating from 1226 and 1246 mention transactions involving 'girls and 
cattle'. Yet by then, slavery was already in retreat. The Church opposed the sale 
of baptized slaves; and slaves were eager to be baptized. By this time, a numer
ous sector of free or semi-free peasants had long since been in existence, and rep
resented a growing proportion of the rural labour force. The towns, too, though 
still small, attracted important concentrations of administrators, merchants, 
and craftsmen. 

In the thirteenth century, fundamental social changes occurred as the result 
of colonization. The colonists were drawn partly from foreign immigrants, and 
partly from locals who reorganized existing settlements along new lines. The 
main stimulus to the movement came from particular areas of western and 
northern Germany, which had long been able to supply settlers for the eastern 
marches, and which were racked by the added threats of overpopulation and of 
intensifying feudal services. Colonization took two different directions — the set
tlement of rural villages and the establishment of incorporated towns. It was 
helped by the initiative of Polish princes, whose lands were seriously under
populated and not infrequently devastated by the ravages of war and of Mongol 
raids. By offering conditions of tenure superior to those prevailing in Germany, 
and by appointing a professional zasadzca (lokator) who could seek out, trans
port, and organize the newcomers, an energetic prince could transform the 
strength and economy of his inheritance in the space of a few years. In the case 
of village settlement, the pace was set by Henryk the Bearded, Prince of Silesia, 
who in 1205 launched a campaign to attract no less than ten thousand peasant 
families into some four hundred new villages. Each family was to receive 1 lan 
or 'manse' of arable land; pasture and forest were to be held in common. All ser
vices and dues were to be waived during an agreed period of foundation. After 
that they were to be limited to military service, to rents and tithes, paid partly in 
cash and partly in kind, and to manorial service and fortress repair occupying 2 
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to 4 days per year. A detailed agreement signed in 1227 by Henry the Bearded 
with the Bishop of Wroclaw was adopted as the model for most subsequent 
rural colonies elsewhere in Poland. In the new villages, the colonists enjoyed 
considerable autonomy. Under their so-called 'German law', they were subject 
only to the rule of the hereditary soltys (Schultbeiss) or 'Headman', appointed 
by the lord, and to the jurisdiction of the 'village bench' over which he presided. 
They were in a much better position than the rest of the rural population who 
remained in subjection to the tributes and impositions of the ius ducale, or 
'Polish law' of the princes. Many of them retained their separate identity until 
modern times. At Wilhamowice near Oswiecim in the district of Cracow, a 
Frisian settlement established in 1242 has preserved its own unique dress and 
dialect until the present day. In the case of the towns, the ancient 'Law of 
Magdeburg' was generally adopted as the model for new corporations. Old Slav 
towns such as Wroclaw, Poznan, and Krakow, in 1242,1253, and 1257 respec
tively, were incorporated as 'German' cities. They tended to attract citizens of 
German origin, and gradually developed a distinct burgher class. Henceforth, 
they were known to the outside world by their German names of 'Breslau', 
Tosen', and 'Krakau'. Elsewhere, entirely new cities were founded and popu
lated with German immigrants from the start. Thorn (Torun) on the Vistula, 
was founded in 1231 by the Teutonic Knights, and Neu Sandez (Nowy Sacz) in 
the Carpathians was founded in 1292 by Vaclav of Bohemia during his dispute 
with Lokietek. This process, leisurely enough in the thirteenth century, was des
tined to gather pace in the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries. 

Cultural life in Piast Poland is largely obscured by the deficiencies of the 
sources. Secular society was overwhelmingly illiterate. Popular art forms were 
either oral or ephemeral. Such artefacts and writings that have survived are 
mainly the products of imported Catholic religious influences. In architecture, 
the Polish record begins with a number of churches in the Romanesque style, 
such as St. Andrew's in Cracow from the eleventh century, and the cathedral of 
Plock from the twelfth. The Gothic begins with the Cistercian abbeys of Sulejow 
and Wachock. The magnificent bronze doors of Gniezno cathedral, which have 
been dated to c. 1175 and whose bas-relief panels depict scenes from the mar
tyrdom of St. Wojciech, were probably of Flemish manufacture. In literature, 
Latin texts claimed a virtual monopoly until the end of the thirteenth century. 
The ancient Roczniki (Calendars), the chronicles of Gallus Anonimus and of 
Kadlubek, and the numerous hagiographies, all belong to the universal Latin 
tradition. The earliest work of Polish prose, the fragmentary Kazania 
swietokrzyskie or 'Holy Cross Sermons', was composed around 1350 by a monk 
of Cze stochowa. Its content is entirely devotional, and its language contains a 
strong admixture of Church Latin. Since Poland did not possess its own univer
sity, young men in search of higher education were obliged to travel abroad, 
especially to France and Italy. The names of several such emigrant scholars, 
such as Martin the Pole in Paris, a historian, or Nicholas the Pole of 
Montpellier, a physician, serve to underline the constant cultural intercourse 
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between Poland and the west. Best known of them, however, was Witello or 
Vitellon (1230-80), a Silesian philosopher active in the second half of the thir
teenth century, who was an associate both of William of Moerbecke and of 
Thomas Aquinas. The son of a German colonist from Thuringia and of a Polish 
mother, he spent the first part of his career in a Polish monastery before depart
ing for Italy. His fundamental treatise on the science of optics, the Perspectiva, 
was inspired by the belief that an enquiry into the physical properties of light 
would solve the metaphysical problem of the nature of existence. His study of 
human sight led him to the distinction between the mechanical operations of the 
eye and the co-ordinative subconscious functions of the mind. In this way, he is 
sometimes seen as one of the precursors of modern psychology.4 

The incorporation of the cities probably provided the immediate cause for 
the granting in 1264 of a General Charter of Jewish liberties by Boleslaus the 
Modest, Prince of Cracow. There is little reason to doubt that Jews had lived in 
Poland from the earliest times, and that Judaism, as preserved by the descen
dants of the ancient Chazar kingdom in the south-east, had actually antedated 
Christianity. But no separate legal provisions were necessary until the mid-
thirteenth century when the new powers of city corporations might have been 
used to harass the Jews or to exclude them altogether. As a result, the General 
Charter specifically listed the right of the Jews to travel round the country with
out molestation; to engage in trade; to pursue their own religious practices, 
including worship in their synagogues, Jewish burial, and ritual slaughter; and 
to be exempted from slavery or serfdom. It could not insist, of course, that the 
Jews be allowed to reside within the bounds of the city, or that they should 
enjoy the same rights as those of the autonomous Christian burghers. But it pro
vided the basis of later Jewish prosperity in Poland, and served as the model for 
all subsequent re-confirmations of Jewish liberties by Polish rulers until the end 
of the eighteenth century.5 

In this same era, economic life made rapid advances. The revolution in farm-
management, first demonstrated by the Cistercians spread quickly into the sec
ular estates and encouraged the concentration of land holdings in compact 
units. Bishops, barons, and royal bailiffs, all competed to maximize the output 
of their lands. All raised their demands on the peasantry. The incorporation of 
cities in the thirteenth century, was encouraged by the previous functioning of 
some three hundred chartered markets and by a growing network of roads, 
horse transport, and storage depots. At the same time, the progress of coloniza
tion assisted the growth of a cash economy. Internal trade increased. Mining 
under royal auspices at Wieliczka for salt, at Olkusz for lead and tin, and at 
Kielce for iron, was expanded. The ancient system of coinage was reformed. 
The first Polish denarii (silver pennies) had been struck in the 980s by Mieszko 
I. Survivals from the reign of Boleslaw Chrobry with inscriptions such as 
'PRINCES POLONIE' or 'GNEZDUN CIVITAS' are well known. But the 
'thick pennies' of the early Piasts had been repeatedly used to remit more and 
more 'thin pennies' of the later principalities. In 1337-47, the new coinage was 
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introduced on the monetary scale: 48 grosze (grossi) = 24 skojca (sesterce) = 4 
wiardunki (farthings) = 1 grzywna (mark)= 197 grams of silver. External trade 
increased too. The overland trade on the east-west route between Germany and 
the Black Sea thrived on the exchange of furs, honey, cattle, and slaves, for tex
tiles and implements. In the thirteenth century contacts were established with 
the Mongol Empire. Cracow also lay on the north-south route from the Baltic 
to the Balkans. On this ancient 'amber road' in the Middle Ages, Hungarian 
copper moved north, whilst cloth and salted herrings moved south. The activi
ties of the Hansa, to which both Cracow and Wroclaw belonged, affected the 
interior of Poland no less than the ports of Pomerania and Prussia. 

War was the natural condition of medieval society. Apart from the incessant 
civil wars for control of the monarchy or of the principalities, armed conflict 
with foreign foe was the order of the day. In the early period, organized raiding 
constituted an important sector of the primitive economy - loot, slaves, and 
food stores being an essential supplement to the products of subsistence farm
ing. On the Prussian and Lithuanian frontiers, it continued as the normal way 
of life until the end of the fourteenth century, and for the Tartars of the 
south-east, well into modern times. Increasingly, however, wars were fought 
for the delineation of frontiers, and for the permanent control of territory. At 
first, the area of prime concern lay to the west, with the relentless expansion of 
German settlement into the imperial marches of Brandenburg, Lusatia, and 
Meissen, and with disputes over Pomerania, Silesia, and Bohemia. Later, it 
shifted to the east and to the north - to Ruthenia, and above all to Prussia. Piast 
Poland's one natural barrier stood in the south, where the Carpathian moun
tains acted as a lofty, pristine screen. 

To sustain constant warfare, a complex military organization was required. 
In the era of Mieszko I and Boleslaw Chrobry great importance was laid on the 
royal grod or fortress, garrisoned by a detachment of the guard, and fortified 
with earthworks, palisades, and moats. Several such garrisons are known - at 
Gniezno, Poznan, Gdecz, and 'Wladislavia', each with several thousand men. In 
view of the vast terrain, it was impossible to deny the enemy access to one's 
home territory. To attack, one needed only to exploit the element of surprise. 
Defensive tactics depended largely on channelling the line of the enemy's 
advance by protective screens - river patrols and flooded valleys - and on hold
ing the fortresses with their reserves of food and concentrations of men. The 
tribal host must have called on almost every able-bodied man. From the twelfth 
century onwards, however, peasants were gradually exempted from regular 
service, except when defending their own locality, and were put to work to 
support the rising costs of their knightly master's equipment and training. The 
proportion of mounted cavalry in the host grew as the number of spearmen and 
bowmen declined. The towns provided their own defence. The reunification of 
the country after 1320 permitted the mobilization of much larger forces. Under 
Casimir the Great, all landholders were legally required to present themselves 
for war, complete with arms, armour, horses, and retinue. The pospolite 
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ruszenie, the levee-en-masse or feudal host, emerged in the form which was to 
last for almost five hundred years. Regiments were organized on the basis of 
'clan standards' for the members of leading families, and of 'district standards' 
for the lesser knights, royal officers, and village mayors. Its strength in 1340 has 
been estimated at n to 12,000 knights, not counting peasant and town infantry, 
and was rising towards 20,000 by the end of the Piast period. 

Conflict with the Empire began in the era when the Polish tribes formed part 
of a vast swathe of pagan Slavonic settlement stretching from the Dnieper to the 
Main and the Weser, and when the repulsion, subjugation, and conversion of 
the heathen was regarded as the Christian duty of the neophyte Germans. In 754 
when the Englishman St. Boniface, the 'Apostle of the Germans', was buried at 
the Abbey of Fulda, the lands between the Elbe and the Odra had long been an 
area where Germanic tribes intermingled with Slavs. In the tenth century, with 
the consolidation of the marches under Otto the Great and the activities of 
Wichman, Count of Saxony, and Hodo, Margrave of the Ostmark, the conflict 
moved closer to the Polanian heartland. In the decade 963-73, Mieszko I paid 
tribute to the Emperor, probably in recognition of Otto I's disclaimer of imper
ial rights in Pomerania. In 972, at Cedynia (Zehde), he fought and defeated 
Hodo, and six or seven years later, having suspended payment of tribute during 
the disputed German succession, repulsed the Emperor's punitive expedition. 
This was the era during which Mieszko undertook the conquest of Pomerania, 
whilst Danish Vikings established themselves in their fortress of Jomsburg on 
the island of Wolin. On the whole, the Piasts enjoyed a stable relationship with 
the Ottomans, and shared in their hospitality towards the pagan slavs of the 
Marches. Relations deteriorated after the premature death of Otto III in 1003, 
and it seems possible that Boleslaw Chrobry, as a partner in the brief Roman 
dream of Otto's 'Renovatio Imperii', may have enjoyed greater sympathy in 
some parts of Germany than Otto's successor, Henry II. In 1002-3, 1007—13, 
and 1015-18, Boleslaw Chrobry battled the Saxons for possession of Lusatia 
and Milzi (Milsko). In these campaigns, he ravaged the marches as far as the 
Saal; the Emperor laid siege to Niemcza (Nimtsch) south of Wroclaw. At the 
Treaty of Budziszyn (Bautzen) in 1018, the disputed territories were granted to 
Boleslaw in fief. They were soon lost after his death. Ninety years later, in 1109, 
the Emperor Henry V again attempted to cross the Odra, but was thwarted by 
the obstinate resistance of Glogow (Glogau). The royal fortress situated on an 
island in the river, continued to resist, even, when Polish hostages were sus
pended from the walls of the siege towers. In the ensuing period of fragmenta
tion, the Emperors were free to intervene in Polish affairs with relative ease. In 
1146, Conrad III led an expedition to endorse the claim of his brother-in-law, 
Wladyslaw II Wygnaniec (Ladislaus the Exile, 1105-59), Prince of Silesia, to the 
Piast principate. In 1157, Frederick Barbarossa repeated the exercise with simi
lar lack of success. Thereafter, Silesia was regarded in Germany as an imperial 
fief. Other Polish principalities were obliged to pay tribute. But the internal 
weakness of the Empire increasingly left its eastern policy in the hands of its 
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vassals, especially those of the marcher lords of Brandenburg. In 1249, the 
Brandenburgers seized the territory of Lubusz (Lebus) astride the Odra and 
turned it into their base for expanding their Neumark into the valleys of the 
Notec and Warta. In 1308-12, in exploitation of their raid on Gdansk, they 
appropriated Slupsk (Stolp), Stawno (Schlawe), and Walce (Walzen), driving a 
permanent wedge between Wielkopolska and Pomerania. 

Pomerania was first settled permanently by West Slav tribes, who like the 
Sorbs of the Ostmark, were closely related to the Poles. It is generally regarded 
by Polish historians as a Polish province, and by German historians as a 
German one. In the course of the Middle Ages, it was much affected by dense 
German colonization in the western districts and in the lower Vistula valley, 
and by Polish colonization in between. In the 960s, it was briefly united by 
Mieszko I, but under his successors was allowed to split into two parts. Eastern 
Pomerania, known in German as Pommerellen, and centred on Gdansk 
(Danzig), remained a Polish principality until its conquest by the Teutonic 
Order in 1308. In the ecclesiastical order, it was subject first to the Bishop of 
Kolberg, but from 1148 to the Bishop of Kujawy and thus to the Polish See. 
Western Pomerania centred on Szczecin (Stettin), was ruled by a native Slav 
dynasty, and was contested in turn by the Poles, Danes, and Brandenburgers, all 
eager to effect its conversion to Christianity. Boleslaw HI Krzywousty was par
ticularly active in this area. Having reduced the Pomeranian forts of Bialograd 
(Belgard), Kolobrzeg (Kolberg), Wolin (Wollin), Kamieri (Cammin), and 
Szczecin (Stettin) to submission over a period of years, in 1124 he imported 
Bishop Otto of Bamberg (1062-1139) to evangelize the heathen on his behalf. At 
that point, his plans went awry. In 1128 Bishop Otto returned to Pomerania 
under the auspices of the German King, Lothar of Supplinburg. He subordi
nated the new bishopric of Wolin to the See of Bamberg thereby propelling the 
province into the German sphere. After the death of Krzywousty, the Poles lost 
all direct influence. One of their few memories of the episode, immortalized in 
a song recorded by the Anonymous Gaul, was that of the taste of fresh sea fish: 

Pisces salsos et foetentes apportabant alii. 
Palpitantes et recentes nunc apportant filii. 
Civitates invadebant patres nostri primitus 
Hii procellas non verentur neque maris sonitus. 
Agitabant patres nostri cervos, apros, capreas, 
Hii venantur monstra maris et opes aequoreas.* 

Silesia's fortunes were not dissimilar to those of Pomerania. Lying on the 
confines of both the Poles and the Czechs, the rich lands of the Slezanie were 
long disputed between them. In the three hundred years between 990 and 1290, 

* Our fathers brought us reeking, salted, fish;/But we, their sons, bring fish that's fresh and 
wriggling./Our fathers invaded cities in the olden times/But we, their sons fear neither 
storms nor thundering waves./Our fathers dealt with deer, and bees, and goats;/Their sons 
hunt for monsters and for treasures of the deep.6 
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lying mainly within the Polish orbit, Silesia played an important part in the con
struction of the kingdom, and in the politics of its fragmentation. Its native 
princes traced their origins to the senior line of the Piasts. In the fourteenth cen
tury however, it opted in the main for the Bohemian allegiance. Apart from the 
minor duchies of Cieszyn (Teschen) and Swidnica (Swidnitz) which continued 
to be contested into the sixteenth century, the whole of the province was 
renounced by Casimir the Great in 1340. Thereafter it passed in 1526 with the 
rest of the Bohemian kingdom into the hands of Austria, and in 1740 into the 
clutches of Prussia. 

Poland's relationship with Bohemia was of capital importance. As the senior 
partner of the two leading kingdoms of the West Slavs, Bohemia played an 
important role in Poland's cultural and political development. Politically united 
at an early date under the Great Moravian Empire, and familiar with the Latin 
Christianity and with the German Empire at least a century in advance of the 
Polanians, the Czechs acted as the principal filter through which knowledge of 
the Western world reached Poland. It was from Prague, in the persons of 
Dubravka and Vojtech, that the Poles first adopted the Christian religion. It was 
from Prague that they learned the subtleties of the German association, 
Bohemia having become an invested electoral kingdom of the Empire. It was 
through the Czech language that they received practically the whole of their 
political, religious, and social vocabulary. Some historians have stressed that at 
this stage the Poles and Czechs should not be seen as separate nations. In the first 
half of the eleventh century, there was a real chance that a united West Slavonic 
state might have been permanently established under Czech or Polish leader
ship. Yet familiarity did not prevent the usual spate of neighbourly wars. Rather 
it imparted a rather special flavour to their mutual relations, where each of these 
Slav brothers would meddle in the most intimate aspects of the other's internal 
affairs at the least hint of weakness. It was in such a moment of weakness, in the 
triangular dynastic struggle of Piasts, Premyslids, and Slavniks, that Mieszko I 
first turned the Silesians and Vistulanians from their Czech allegiance in 990. In 
1003, Boleslaw Chrobry captured Prague, and was briefly raised to the 
Bohemian throne. He held the province of Moravia as far as the Danube and 
Tisza until 1017. Twenty years later, the Czech king replied in kind. Seizing on 
the opportunity presented by the great pagan rebellion of 1035-7, Bretislav cap
tured Cracow and Gniezno, and carried off the body of St. Wojciech. He held 
Silesia till 1050. In the wars between the Poles and the Empire, the Bohemian 
kings often sided with the Empire, raiding deep into Poland and inviting Polish 
raids in return. In the period of fragmentation, they established their suzerainty 
at various times over Silesia, Wielkopolska, Malopolska, and even over 
Mazovia. In 1300, Vaclav II already King of Bohemia and Prince of Malopolska, 
was crowned King of Poland at Gniezno. He ruled in person till his death five 
years later. His son, Vaclav III, was murdered on his way to succeed his father 
in Poland. This brief episode of Czech supremacy attracts little attention from 
Polish historians. In the eyes of outsiders, however, it is seen as one of the few 
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opportunities where the peoples of Central Europe might have been joined 
together to face their stronger neighbours. At all events, it gave the final spur to 
the reunification of the Polish kingdom under Lokietek. 

Relations with Ruthenia were less complicated. As an area of Orthodox 
Christianity and East Slav settlement, Rus looked mainly towards the Black Sea 
and to Constantinople. Its horizons rarely overlapped with those of Poland 
except in the intermediate territory of Red Ruthenia. In 981, in the era of the 
united Kievan Rus, Vladimir the Great 'took the forts of Czerwien from the 
Lachs'. This statement of the Russian Primary Chronicle implies that Red 
Ruthenia may have originally been settled by West, not East, Slavs. In the next 
generation, in 1018, Boleslaw Chrobry retrieved earlier losses and captured 
Kiev, striking and denting his sword on the Golden Gate of the capital, and 
installing his son-in-law, Svatopolk, on the Kievan throne. (A later imitation of 
the 'notched sword', the Szczerbiec, was to be used in the ceremonial of all 
Polish coronations.) In the 1030s Yaroslav the Wise took his revenge, reoccu-
pied Red Ruthenia, and installed his own son-in-law, Kazimierz I, on the Polish 
throne. This success was reversed yet again by Boleslaw Szczodry, who retook 
Kiev briefly in 1079. All this was of little moment. But in the subsequent cen
turies, when Red Ruthenia emerged as one of the independent principalities of 
Rus, Polish interest there was of more permanent significance. Close dynastic 
links between the Houses of Piast and of Rurik provided a constant pretext for 
quarrels and intervention. In 1205, the intervention of Leszek Bialy, Prince of 
Cracow, and Konrad of Mazovia led to the death of Prince Roman, and to the 
division of his inheritance into the twin principalities of Halicz and Vladimir. In 
1340, the death of Prince Boleslaw-Jerzy Trojdenovitch, the last of his line, gave 
Casimir the Great the opening to press the long-standing claim, and in compet
ition with the Lithuanians, to launch the final conquest of the province. 

The Mongols, the 'scourge of God', who dealt the final coup de grace to Kiev 
Rus did not leave Poland unscathed. Advancing from the steppes of central Asia 
in 1241, the Golden Horde of Batu Khan cut a triple furrow of pillage and 
destruction right across Central Europe. The ultimate goal was Hungary; but 
one of their three armies took the northern route along the flank of the 
Carpathians. Sandomierz, Krakow, and Wroclaw were razed, and their inhabit
ants put to the sword. At Chmielnik, the assembled nobility of Malopolska, per
ished to a man. At Legnica (Liegnitz) on 9 April 1241 the hosts of Silesia and 
Wielkopolska were heavily defeated, and their commander, Henry the Pious, 
killed. Mercifully, the Horde passed on, to Olomouc in Moravia and into the 
Danube Basin. But its Baskaks (Collectors of Tribute) continued to hold sway 
over all the Ruthenian principalities in the east. Its descendants, known as 
Tartars, established themselves permanently in the Crimea. Further Mongol 
incursions occurred in 12,59 and 1287. In Cracow, they inspired two local cus
toms which have survived to the present day. One, the Lajkonik, is commemo
rated on the eighth day after Corpus Christi, when a rider in Mongol dress tours 
the streets on a hobby-horse; the other, the Hejnai, or truncated 'trumpet-call' 
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sounded every hour from the tower of St. Mary's Church, commemorates the 
death of the city watchman who was pierced through the throat by a Mongol 
arrow as he raised the alarm. 

The Teutonic Knights constituted a problem of longer duration. Invited to 
the country almost casually in 1226 on the private initiative of Konrad of 
Mazovia, they soon raised the principal threat to the stability and integrity of 
the Polish lands. They called themselves Deutscbritter, or German Knights, but 
were known in Poland, from the black cross on their white mantles, as the 
Krzyzacy, the 'Black Crusaders'. The full name of their organization was 'The 
Order of the Hospital of the Blessed Virgin Mary of the German House of 
Jerusalem', and their adventures in Europe were prompted by the fall of 
Jerusalem to Saladin in 1187, and by the failure of the Third Crusade. 
Reconstituted as a chivalric order in 1198 with headquarters at Acre, and later 
in Venice, they loaned their services to any princely ruler who would pay for 
military help against the unbeliever. In 1224-5, they made a brief appearance in 
Transylvania, and brought themselves to the notice of the Piast princes. At that 
very moment, Konrad of Mazovia was suffering from a serious shortage of man
power. Already engaged in a major programme of conversion and subjugation 
directed against the pagan Prussian tribes to the north of his borders, he was try
ing to rule Mazovia, Kujawy, Sieradz, and Leczyca, and to bid for the throne of 
Cracow. When the Prussians responded to his ministrations with a salvo of 
bloody raids and revolts, the minor knightly order, the Brotherhood of 
Dobrzyn, which he had settled in 1209 on the Prussian frontier, could not cope. 
The apostolic see of Prussia, which he had founded in 1215 with the aid of the 
Cistercians of Lekno, was supposedly in danger of collapse. His expedition of 
1222-3, mounted with the combined forces of Mazovia, Silesia, Malopolska, 
and Pomerania, failed to have an effect. The situation was not desperate. But by 
exaggerating the danger of a Prussian invasion, Konrad was able to justify his 
appeal to the Teutonic Knights. In 1226 he resolved to invest them with the 
District of Chelmno (Kulm), and in 1228, the contract was sealed. Two years 
later, under their Landsman, Herman von Balk, the knights arrived and began 
their task with a will. For fifty years, they harried the Prussians with fire and 
sword, until by 1288 the furthest fastnesses of the Prussian lands were con
quered. By then, the Order had grown far beyond the control of its original 
patron; it had become a power of continental importance and possessed a state 
of its own. Konrad of Mazovia was no saint. He practised all the vices of the 
medieval warlords. He had murdered his Wojewoda from jealousy, and he, too, 
understood his Christian faith as a licence for murder. Yet even he could not 
have dreamed of the monster which grew from the teeth which he planted in his 
own garden. (See Map 6.) 

The process whereby the Teutonic State was established betrayed a remark
able fund of energy and unscrupulousness. From the start, brute force was 
abetted by diplomacy, by legalistic wizardry, and by the gift of sound adminis
tration. Already in 1226 in the Golden Bull of Rimini, the Grand Master 
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Hermann von Salza had persuaded Pope Gregory IX, to put Prussia under papal 
protection. At the same time he persuaded the Emperor Frederick II to grant all 
the Prussian lands to the Order as a future principality, which, without forming 
part of the Empire, would enjoy all the rights of the German princes. On both 
these scores, he cleverly misrepresented the scope and nature of the agreement 
with Konrad of Mazovia, and obtained the sanction of the supreme authorities 
of Christendom to open-ended and unconditional claims. Henceforth, he could 
declare the Order to be reichszugehorig, that is, 'associated with the Empire'. At 
the same time, he need only obey those imperial policies which suited him. In 
1235, the Brotherhood of Dobrzyn was absorbed, and in 1237 the Order of the 
Brethren of the Sword in distant Livonia. In the conquered lands, new cities 
were built and incorporated according to the 'Law of Kulm': Thorn (1231), 
Kulm (1232), Marienwerder (1233), Elbing (1237), Braunsberg (1240), Heilsberg 
(1240), Konigsberg (1286). New villages were founded, and settled with German 
colonists; a system of District administration was established under komturs. 
Communications were organized, with roads and castles, and with regular ship
ping services out of Lubeck for Elbing and Riga. Much of the Order's work 
struck contemporaries as highly commendable. But it also aroused a growing 
sense of moral outrage. An Order licensed to spread the gospel of charity was 
conducting its affairs against a background of blood and coercion. Recurrent 
rebellions were suppressed with calculated ferocity. It was not just that the 
Knights showed no greater awareness of Christian values than the average, bru
talized nobility of Europe from which they were recruited. The real objection 
lay in the fact that in the name of Christ they systematically manufactured the 
violence on which they thrived, and that they continued to plague their Catholic 
neighbours long after their original goals were achieved. What was worse, they 
were encouraged by all the vested interests of Christendom - by the Papacy, by 
the Empire, by the Hansa, by patronizing kings like Ottokar II of Bohemia (after 
whom Konigsberg was named), and by a great array of ambitious clerics, mer
chants, and princes. Modern Poles, whose understanding of Germanity is equiv
alent to what the rest of the world thinks of as 'Prussian', may be forgiven for 
imagining that the Teutonic Order provided the shock troops of a national 
German enemy. But this was not so. The Order was the manifestation of some
thing more universal. Its membership, though predominantly German in com
plexion, was swelled by professional recruits from all over Europe, and by the 
seasonal ranks of crusading package tours. They were the incarnation of the 
most un-Christian elements of the Christian world and they enjoyed immense 
worldly success. 

The Piasts first came into open conflict with the Knights over the seizure of 
Gdansk in 1308. In that year, a Pomeranian rebellion had unseated the Polish 
rulers. When the rebels invoked the help of Waldemar of Brandenburg, the 
Polish magistrate invoked the help of the Order. The assistance was forthcom
ing. Having first bought the legal rights of the Brandenburgers' doubtful claim 
to Gdansk - a transaction subsequently confirmed by the Emperor — the Knights 
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drove Waldemar from the city, and calmly slaughtered its inhabitants. Before 
the Poles could intervene, the whole province was captured. The Grand Master 
rode in haste from Venice, and in 1309 took up residence in his new castle of 
Marienburg. For the next 146 years, Pomerania developed in the Teutonic orbit. 
Gdansk became 'Danzig', and was resettled with Germans. It grew into the chief 
emporium of the Teutonic state. Its recovery constituted one of the strategic 
aims of Polish policy.7 

In view of these stirring events, it is surprising perhaps that knowledge of 
Poland to the outside world had hardly increased in half a millennium. In 
England, for example, Alfred the Great, when translating Orosius, had been able 
to improve a passage on the lands north of the Danube with a sentence of his 
own: 'and to the east of Moravia is the land of the Vislani'. Yet the famous 
Mappa Mundi of Hereford Cathedral, dating from 1250, has no better informa
tion. Its compiler knew only one Polish place-name - Vistula. Apart from 'Praga' 
in 'Boemia', all his other information on Eastern Europe can be traced to ancient 
and completely outdated sources. Obviously, he was not familiar with the work 
of Gervase of Tilbury (c. 1150-1235) whose Otia imperialia (Imperial Delights) 
reveals a correct understanding of the name of Poland - quasi Campania — and a 
detailed knowledge of what he called 'the land of the Vandals between the 
Sarmatian Sea and the Hungarian Alps'. Another author, the Franciscan, 
Bartholomew de Glanville, who went to Saxony in 1230, correctly described 
Poland's relation to the contingent countries. Though this was a very meagre 
tally, it was not inferior to the information available in France and Germany. 
Even the German chroniclers such as Thietmar (975-1018) or Adam of Bremen 
(d. 1075), who mention events connected with Mieszko I and Boleslaw Chrobry, 
have virtually nothing to say about the Empire's eastern neighbour. Helmut von 
Bozow (1125-c. 1180), a specialist, who wrote a 'Chronicle of the Slavs', thought 
that the Poles lived to the south of Carinthia. Not until the fourteenth century, 
in fact, did information begin to flow in an appreciable quantity, or with rea
sonable accuracy. Both the anonymous French 'Description of Eastern Europe', 
of 1308, and the Catalonian Libra del Conoscimiento of 1348 show a distinct 
advance on previous productions. The French poet Guillaume de Machaut 
(1300-77), served as a secretary to John of Luxembourg in Bohemia, visited 
Poland on several occasions, and made expert reference to Polish affairs in many 
of his works. In England, knowledge about Poland was mainly garnered by 
English knights who participated in the crusades of the Teutonic Order. Both 
John Gower (1330-1408) and Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1345-1400) assumed that a 
spell of fighting in Prussia formed an essential part of a knight's career: 

There was a knight, a most distinguished Man 
Who from the day on which he first began 
To ride abroad, had followed chivalry, 
Truth, honour, generous thought and courtesy. 
He had done nobly in his sovereign's war 
and ridden into battle, no man more, 
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As well in Christian as in heathen places, 
And ever honoured for his noble graces. 
He saw the town of Alexandria fall: 
Often, at feasts, the highest place of all 
Among the nations fell to him in Prussia. 
In Lithuania he had fought, and Russia . . .8 

Chaucer's remarks are generally thought to have been inspired by the expedi
tion of Henry Bolingbroke, the future Henry IV, who in 1390-1 took part in the 
Order's attack on Wilno. Inevitably, English opinions were coloured by the 
nature of their sources. The inhabitants of Poland were often described as 
'Saracens' that is, enemies of the Prussian crusaders. In Sir John Mandeville's 
Travels, which first appeared in 1366, the country is variously described as 'the 
land of Polayne' and 'the reme of Crako'. The greater interest of this period was 
undoubtedly stimulated by the reconstruction of the Polish Kingdom which was 
proceeding at that very time.9 

The period of fragmentation had lasted for nearly two centuries. It was 
caused in the first instance by the growing self-sufficiency of the provinces, and 
by that reaction against central authority which is observable in the second stage 
of the history of many primitive states. Like the partition of Charlemagne's 
Empire in 843, Krzywousty's division of the Piast realm in 1138 stood fair to 
prove permanent. A divided Poland could not resist the incursions of Czechs, 
Saxons, Prussians, Lithuanians, and Mongols. Yet the nascent Polish commu
nity proved surprisingly resilient. Although the Piast princes of Wielkopolska, 
Malopolska, Mazovia, Kujawy, Pomerania, and Silesia, and of several other 
minor appanages, warred against each other incessantly, they had the good for
tune to live in an era when their neighbours were similarly divided. The German 
Empire was racked by the contest with the Papacy and by interminable adven
tures in Italy; Ruthenia was still more fragmented than Poland. By the time that 
Bohemia had been reconstructed by the Luxembourg dynasty, and Hungary by 
the Angevins, the last two Piasts, Lokietek and Casimir the Great, had already 
put their own house in order, and had reunited the Polish kingdom. 

Wladyslaw I Lokietek (c. 1260-1333) was a warrior, small of stature but 
great at heart. In his time, as for the past two centuries, the struggle of trying to 
reunite the Piast principalities resembled a game of primitive pin-ball, where 
each player sought to roll half a dozen marbles into their numbered sockets 
whilst his adversaries, as they barged and rocked the table, tried to do the same. 
He owed his eventual success partly to a charmed life, which outlasted that of 
all his relations and rivals, and partly to his remarkable single-mindedness. A 
grandson of Konrad of Mazovia, he inherited the principalities of Kujawy and 
Leczyca at the age of seven, and succeeded to that of Sieradz in 1288. But in the 
long civil war which followed the death of his elder brother, Leszek the Black, 
in that same year, he failed to press his claim to the succession. He was repeat
edly beaten to the Cracovian throne - first by Henryk IV Probus, Prince of 
Silesia, next by Vaclav II of Bohemia, then by Przemysl II, Prince of 
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Wielkopolska (who was murdered by his would-be kidnappers at Ragazno in 
February 1296) and finally, for a second time by Vaclav II. 

What he lacked in early success, he made up by persistence. During the reign 
of the Bohemian king, he was exiled, and travelled to Rome to lobby the Pope. 
It was not difficult to raise a coalition. The Czechs, vassals of the Emperor, had 
many enemies, not least in Hungary, in the newly elected Angevin king, Charles 
Robert. By 1306, both Vaclav II and his son Vaclav III, the last of the 
Przemyslids, were dead. Cracow opened its gates to Lokietek. The war of 
unification could be organized from the centre. With the exception of Kujawy 
and Pomorze, Lokietek's successive goals were all achieved. Wielkopolska was 
secured by 1314. A revolt by the Germans of Cracow, headed by one Albert, and 
by Bishop Jan Muskata, who thought of returning to their earlier Bohemian 
allegiance, was suppressed after a year-long siege. In this struggle, the first signs 
of Polish chauvinism appear. The Czechs were denounced as foreigners, ser
vants of the 'German' Emperor, allies of the 'German' knights in Prussia, and of 
the 'German' Piasts of Silesia. The Archbishop of Gniezno, Jakub Swinka, 
brought Bishop Muskata, the 'enemy of the Polish people', before an ecclesias
tical court. He excommunicated the princes of Glogau, who 'were turning 
Silesia into a new Saxony' and had resigned their claim to Pomerania in favour 
of the Teutonic Order. Investigations into the Cracovian revolt were assisted by 
a simple language test. Any suspect who could repeat and correctly pronounce 
'soczewica, koto, miele, mlyn' was judged loyal; he who faltered was guilty. The 
knights who took to the field in Lokietek's cause, and we're duly rewarded with 
grants of land, developed the first hesitant notions of a corporate 'Polish' estate. 
Lokietek's coronation took place in the cathedral in Cracow on Sunday 2.0 
January 1320. The Pope had agreed on condition that the rate of Peter's Pence 
was raised from 3d. per family to Id. per person. Lokietek, wearing a purple 
cloak, was anointed with holy oil. He took the 'notched sword' of Kiev in his 
hand, and made the sign of the cross in the air. As the diadem was placed on his 
head, the Age of Fragmentation ended. The Kingdom was restored.10 

Lokietek's son, Casimir HI (1310-70), the only Polish ruler to be deemed 
'Great', added the skills of diplomacy and statesmanship to the warlike prowess 
of his forebears. His succession was not physically contested. He was young and 
lusty, with a lifetime before him. The first decade was marked by a long series 
of diplomatic treaties in which the Polish king painstakingly secured his position 
at the cost of calculated concessions. In 1333, he made a truce with the Teutonic 
Order, ending the indecisive war over Pomerania and Kujawy which had occu
pied his father's last years. His coronation at Wawel on 25 April 1333 was 
attended by the Grand Master, Luther von Braunschweig. In 1334, he made 
peace with the Czechs. In the spring of 1335, at the Hungarian castle of 
Vyshegrad overlooking the Danube, he met with his family's traditional ally, 
Charles Robert of Anjou, King of Hungary, and their common rival, John 
of Luxembourg, King of Bohemia. In return for 400,000 silver groats, he per
suaded the Bohemian to renounce his claim to Poland and Mazovia, and to 
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accept arbitration over Silesia. In 1339, at the Treaty of Cracow, he formally 
conceded Bohemian suzerainty over the Silesian princes. In 1343, at the Treaty 
of Kalisz, after lengthy proceedings both in Rome and in a special judicial 
enquiry in Warsaw into the misdeeds of the Teuton Knights, he signed a peace 
with the Order. In return for Kujawy and Dobrzyn, he surrendered the whole of 
Pomerania with Danzig. By confirming the Order's possession of Chelmno, he 
lost the point on which all Polish legal proceedings had been based. It was a hard 
bargain. But thus secured, he could turn to war. Already in 1340, he had entered 
the lists in the long three-sided contest with the Lithuanians and Hungarians for 
the inheritance of Red Ruthenia and the coveted title of Dux Russiae. In 1343-8, 
he fought the Duchy of Swidnica. In 1351, he took the Prince of Mazovia in fief 
(See Map 7.) 

Meanwhile, almost every aspect of Polish life was brought before the King's 
reforming and regulating gaze. A distinct caste of royal administrators was cre
ated to obviate previous reliance on officials of local significance. In 1347, the 
whole corpus of existing law was codified, and published in two seperate col
lections - one for Wielkopolska, the other for Malopolska. These original 
'Statutes' of Casimir the Great, relating to every sphere of public activity, 
formed the core round which Polish Law developed over the next four centuries. 
In the King's lifetime, they were enlarged by the addition of his subsequent 
decrees and by a body of so-called preiudicata or theoretical legal case-studies. 
The concern for order and permanence was reflected in the new Gothic archi
tecture, everywhere in evidence. Fifty military fortresses were constructed. 
Trade flourished as never before. Unlike most countries in Europe, Poland 
escaped the scourge of the Black Death, and economic life was not disrupted. 
The arrival of numerous Jewish refugees from Germany marked a further stage 
in the expansion of a community which was destined to attract the largest con
centration of Jewry in Europe. The reign saw a further growth of towns, no less 
than twenty-seven of which were fortified with encircling stone walls. There 
was a marked improvement in the popular diet, and in the material standard of 
life for all sections of society. The stage was set for the 'Great Days of Cracow', 
1363-4. 

Cracow in 1363, thirty years after Casimir's accession, was turning from a 
wooden town into a city of brick and stone. In the great Market Place, 200 yards 
square, and laid out after the Mongol invasion, the Gothic Cloth Hall was under 
construction. The Kosciol Mariacki (St. Mary's Church) was in the eighth year 
of its 53-year remodelling. A site was being prepared for the new ratusz, or City 
Hall. On Wawel Hill, where the third cathedral, redesigned by Lokietek, was 
within a few months of completion, the stone of the new Royal Castle gleamed 
white behind the scaffolding. One mile to the east, beyond the walls, stood the 
new town of Kazimierz, named after the King. On its central square, a syna
gogue, a ratusz, and the Church of St. Catherine were all in the course of con
struction. In the shadow of this modern magnificence, the wooden houses of the 
old city behind St. Florian's Gate, with their little chapels and three churches -
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the Dominican, the Franciscan, and the fortified church of St. Andrew - must 
have looked woefully small. Here, in the space of a few months, three memo
rable events were to be celebrated. Casimir the Great, at the height of his fame, 
presided over the marriage of a future Empress; over the founding of Poland's 
first university; and over an international congress of kings. 

The marriage was that of the King's granddaughter Elizabeth of Slupsk. The 
bride was a remarkable girl, reputed to be able to break horseshoes in her hand, 
and to crush suits of armour. The bridegroom was Charles IV of Luxembourg, 
King of the Romans by election, King of Bohemia in succession to his father. After 
the wedding, celebrated in the renovated cathedral in May 1363, the happy 
couple travelled to Prague and then to Rome for their royal and imperial corona
tions. 

The founding of the University of Cracow occurred almost exactly twelve 
months later. It came at the end of long negotiations in Avignon where Pope 
Urban had been reluctant to grant Casimir's petition. The royal Charter of 
Foundation was issued on 12 May 1364. In it the King provided for the creation 
of one chair in the liberal arts, two chairs in Medicine, three in Canon Law, and 
five in Roman Law. He endowed them with a guaranteed income payable quar
terly from the royal salt monopoly at "Wieliczka. Exceptionally, for the practice 
of the day, he gave control not to the Bishop of Cracow but to the royal 
Chancellor, Janusz Suchywilk. On that same day, the city of Cracow issued a 
charter listing the rights and privileges which it was extending to the 
University's 'masters, doctors, scholars, clerks, guards, beadles, and their fami
lies'. The charter further explained why the University was being founded: 

'. . . ut ex congregatione dictorum, magistrorum, doctorum, et scolarium, pro conver-
sione infidelium paganorum et scismaticorum, dicto regno confinancium, maior devocio 
predicationis et instructio fidei catholicae ad laudem et gloriam omnipotentis dei et 
genetricis eius gloriosae Virginis Mariae crescat et augeatur.* 

Although the Piast's 'Studium Generale' did not outlive its founder, and did not 
begin its continuous existence until 1400 when it was refounded by a 
Jagiellonian monarch, the University of Cracow can fairly claim to take second 
place only to Prague in the seniority of Central Europe's seats of learning. 

The Congress of Cracow, too, was less memorable for what actually happened, 
than for what it signified for the future. It was occasioned by the visit of Pierre de 
Lusignan (1329-69), King of Cyprus, who was touring the courts of Europe in 
efforts to raise a new Crusade. He had attended the coronation of the French 
King, Charles le Sage at Rheims in May, and had called at Prague to collect the 
Emperor-elect, Charles of Luxembourg, and bring him along, together with his 
son, Vaclav of Bohemia, to Cracow. There he was met by the host, Casimir of 

* '. . . so that, from the assembly of the said masters, doctors, and scholars, and for the con
version of the pagans and schismatics adjoining the said kingdom, a greater love of prayer 
and a more effective ordering of the Catholic faith may grow and increase, to the praise and 
glory of Almighty god and of his glorious mother, the Virgin Mary.'11 
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Poland, and by King Louis of Hungary, King Waldemar of Denmark, and Dukes 
Otto of Bavaria, Ziemowit of Mazovia, Bolko of Swidnica, Wladyslaw of Opole, 
and Boguslaw of Slupsk. Their time was spent in jousting: in a famous banquet at 
the house of Nicholas Wierzynek, on the city square: and, incidentally, in discus
sions about the proposed crusade. Most surprisingly perhaps, the entire proceed
ings were recorded by one of the leading poets of the age, the Frenchman, 
Guillaume de Machaut. Having served John of Luxembourg for over thirty years, 
Machaut was very familiar with Eastern Europe and had visited Cracow with his 
master in 1335 on his return from Vyshegrad. Although he did not accompany 
Pierre de Lusignan on this later occasion as is sometimes supposed, he was able to 
set the scene from firsthand experience: 

Ce fait, de Prague se partirent; 
Or diray quel chemin il firent. 
Parmi Behainge chevauchirent 
Trois journees 8c plus alerent 
A Bresselau, a Liguenisse, 
A Nuistat, a Suedenisse. 
Costen, Calix, Buton, Glagouve 
Passerent, 8c par Bassenouve 
De la en Cracoe arriverent, 
Ou les roys dessus dis trouverent, 
Qui a l'encontre venirent, 
Et moult grant joie leur feirent. 
Comment il furent receu, 
Honnoure, servi & peu 
De pain, de vin & de vitaille 
De toute volille et d'aumaille 
De poisson et d'autre viande, 
Il est moult fols qui le demande, 
Qu' on ne le doit pas demander 
Pour ce qu'on ni puet amender 
Tant furent servi grandement.* 

In the discussions on the Crusade, the King of Cyprus had to listen to a proces
sion of pious assurances, first from the Emperor-elect, then from the King of 
Hungary, and then from Casimir himself: 

Which done, they departed from Prague/So I shall say which road they took./ They rode 
through Bohemia/For three days, and then went/To Breslau, to Legnica,/To Neustadt, to 
Swidnica./Costen, Kalisz, Beuthen, Glogau/Were passed, and then Poznan./They arrived 
thence in Cracow/Where they found all the aforesaid kings/Who came out to meet 
them/And caused them very great joy ./How they were received./Honoured, waited on, and 
plied/With bread, wine, and victuals/With all sorts of game and poultry/With fish and 
other meats/It would be a very foolish man who asked./Indeed, one should not make 
demands,/For things which can't be counted :/With such largesse were they entertained. 
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Apres fu le roy de Poulainne 
Qui tint Cracouve en sa domaine, 
Qu'il promist qu'il y aideroit, 
Toutes les fois que poins seroit 
Au saint voyage mettre a fin. 
Et tuit li prince qui la furent 
Li un vouent, li autre jurent 
Que volontiers y aideront 
Et que leur povoir en feront.* 

But w h e n it c ame t o jous t ing , Pierre de Lus ignan w a s u n b e a t a b l e : 

Mais einsois grans joustes crierent 
Car il le veulent sestier 
De jouster & de tournier. 
Briefment, il jousterent ensamble; 
Et l'emperere, ce me semble, 
Jousta avec les autres roys 
Qui estoient en grans arrois. 
Mais I'estrange roy ot le pris, 
Comme des armes li mieus apris.** 

After t ha t , hav ing received their gifts a n d the i r ' h o n o u r a b l e ' a n d ' c o u r t e o u s ' 

wishes , t he c h a m p i o n left for Vienna : 

Or chevaucha li roys de Chipre 
Qui n'est pas vestus de drap d'Ipre 
Mais d'un drap d'or fait a Damas. 
II n'est remes piteus ne mas 
De sa besogne pourchacier. 
Eins ne fait que'aler & tracier 
Les signeurs partout, et querir 
Pour leur aide requerir. 
Tant a erre par ses journees 
Par froit, par chaut et par jalees 
Qu'a Vienne vint sus la Denoe, 
A x journees de Cracoe.*** 

* Afterwards, it was (the turn) of the King of Poland/Who holds Cracow in his domain/And 
who promised that he would help him,/Whenever the conditions were (right)/To put the 
holy crusade into execution./And of all the princes who were there,/Some avowed, and 
others swore on oath/That they would willingly assist/And do everything in their power. 

** But the heralds proclaimed the lists/For they all wished to tarry/To joust and to hold a 
great tournament ./In short, they jousted together;/And the Emperor, as I recall./Tilted 
with the other kings/Who were (there) in great array./But the foreign king took the 
prize,/Being trained the best in the use of arms. 

*** Then the King of Cyprus took horse again./He was clad in no (ordinary) cloth of 
Ypres/But in cloth-of-gold woven in Damascus./Nor was he sorry for himself, nor 
weary/By the need to pursue (his quest) from place to place/He did nothing but travel, and 
seek out rulers everywhere, asking/if he could obtain their aid./Day after day he made such 
speed/Through cold, and heat, and frosts,/That he came to Vienna on the Danube/In ten 
days from Cracow.12 
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There was no question of a general crusade. Pierre de Lusignan returned to 
Venice and to Cyprus, to the unexpected capture of Alexandria, which was 
resented no less by the Christian world than by the Turks, and to his death. For 
the rest of Europe, the Congress of Cracow was an obscure, forgotten episode. 
For Poland, it was the country's modest debut on to the scene of international 
diplomacy. 

At the end of his life Casimir had failed in only one respect. As king and ruler, 
he had been eminently successful; as 'father of his people' he was widely loved, 
but as dynast he had no acceptable heir. This was surprising, for he had known 
three legal wives, one bigamous consort, and at least two serious mistresses, he 
had several daughters and three sons. His first wife, Aldona, a Lithuanian, had 
died young in 1339. His second wife, Adelaide of Hesse, was only taken after 
two broken engagements, and soon cast aside for Krystyna RokiCana, a Czech 
girl from Prague, whom he married against all the rules, in a secret wedding at 
the Abbey of Tyniec in 1357. His third wife, Jadwiga of Zagan, was taken in 
1365 on the strength of a forged papal dispensation. His will mentioned children 
by a certain Cudna, and there were persistent romantic rumours concerning a 
Jewess called Esther. The snag about his sons was that he had sired them with a 
married woman, and could not therefore claim legal paternity. Hence the two 
immediate candidates for the succession were Louis of Hungary, Casimir's 
nephew, and Kazko of Slupsk, his grandson. From the technical point of view, 
their claims in the female succession were inferior to those either of Wladyslaw 
Bialy of Gniewkow, who was a monk in Dijon in Burgundy, or of Ziemowit III, 
Prince of Mazovia. Casimir had feared a disputed succession all his life. Already 
at Vyshegrad at the age of 29, he had made provision to be succeeded by Louis 
of Hungary, or by Louis's brother Jan, in the event of his death without male 
heir. This arrangement was consolidated by a further, more detailed Treaty 
signed at Buda in 1355. But later he had second thoughts. In both his wills, he 
invested Kazko with the duchies of Sieradz, Leczyca, Kujawy, and Dobrzyn 
with the obvious purpose of strengthening Kazko's position in the event of a dis
pute with Louis. When he died, on 5 November 1370 early in the morning 
around sunrise, the matter was still not settled. 

Casimir's funeral was on a scale commensurate with his achievement. Within 
days of the death, Louis of Anjou had arrived from Hungary to prepare his own 
coronation, and to attend the obsequies: 

At the head of the procession, four carriages were pulled by four fine horses. The car
riages, the drivers, and the horses were all dressed and covered in black. Forty knights in 
full armour rode past on chargers decked out with scarlet horsecloths. Twelve of them 
carried the banners and heraldic shields of the duchies and of the Kingdom. Behind them 
came a knight, riding in effigy of the late king, dressed in his golden royal robes and 
mounted on a high-stepping pacer caparisoned in purple. Six pairs of candle-bearers 
walked in procession with lighted tapers . . . Then came the entire clergy of the city and 
environs, both secular and religious, singing a dirge and leading a line of biers loaded 
with gifts of samite and other rich materials to be divided among the churches and 
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convents. At the end, King Louis walked between the Archbishop, Bishops, princes, and 
dignitaries, amongst a great crowd of lords and ladies. More than four hundred courtiers 
dressed in black mingled among them, groaning and weeping mightily . . . In addition, 
two trusted persons were ordered to carry silver bowls filled with groats, into which 
some people added their offerings, whilst others were allowed to take as much as they 
liked. As fast as the bowls were emptied, they were refilled from the money sacks of the 
attendants . . . With such great ceremony, the procession reached the cathedral church, 
where the Reverend Father, the Bishop, celebrated Holy Mass . . . As in all the other 
churches, the High Altar had been draped with rich purple cloth and with two great 
streamers of brocade in various colours. One by one, the office-holders of the late king 
brought the symbols of their respective offices, and laid them before the altar. Thus the 
Chamberlain and the Treasurer offered up their silver trays, with cloths and towels. The 
royal Stewards presented four great silver dishes; the Cupbearers presented silver jugs 
and cups. Then the Marshal led forward the King's favourite steed, whilst his deputy 
ushered in the knight in effigy, still mounted on his horse . . . After these presentations, 
as is customary, the royal standard was broken in pieces. At this, there arose such a shriek 
from the congregation in the cathedral, such an outburst of weeping from young and old, 
from high and low alike, that they could hardly be calmed. And no wonder! The death 
of the peace-loving king had caused them to fear that the peace to which they had all 
grown accustomed during his lifetime would now end.13 

The greatest of the Piasts lay in his grave. But the Piasts were not yet extinct. It 
was a nice question - by whom, and in what manner, they would be disinher
ited. Casimir's Vice-Chancellor, Janko of Czarnkow, the author of the descrip
tion of his funeral, was actively intriguing against the Angevin succession. 
Having stolen the royal insignia from his late master's tomb for future use on 
behalf of Wladystaw Bialy, his plot was unmasked, and he was banished from 
the country. Later, having returned to the chapter of Gniezno, he wrote his 
chronicle in defence of his own actions and of the dynasty which he served. 

Having lost their royal dignity, the Piasts played only a fast-declining role in the 
affairs of the Kingdom. Kazko of Slupsk died in 1377, in advance of Louis of 
Anjou whom he was supposed to succeed. Wladyslaw Bialy died in 1388 in his 
Burgundian retreat. Ziemowit III continued to hold Mazovia in fief. His descen
dants ruled Belz to 1462; Plock to 1495, and until the death of the last of their 
line, Prince Janusz III, in 1526, Warsaw. The germanized Piasts of Silesia grad
ually abandoned their former Polish connections. As vassals of Bohemia, and 
then of the Habsburgs, they were drawn into the politics of Prague and Vienna, 
and presided over the division of their domain into ever smaller and more 
insignificant fragments. They survived in Oels (Olesnica) to 1492; in Sagan 
(Zagan) to 1504; in Oppeln (Opole) to 1532; and in Teschen (Cieszyn) to 1625. 
The final extinction of the ruling Piasts came in 1675 with the death of Prince 
Georg-Wilhelm von Liegnitz, Brieg, und Wohlau (Legnica, Brzeg, and Wolow). 
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By that time, the name of Piast was little more than an ancient legend in Poland. 
It was used as a political label at Royal Elections for any candidate who could 
claim to be a native-born Pole; but it had no other significant connotation. 
Eventually in the 1780s, it was revived by the historian, Bishop Naruszewicz, to 
denote that ancient Polanian dynasty which had claimed descent from Piast the 
peasant but which had never used his name for themselves. It has been used in 
this way ever since. 

In some ways, Piast Poland lacked originality. Like many medieval principali
ties, it was essentially a replica in miniature of those grander kingdoms of the 
West which it tried to emulate. Its horizons were largely bounded by the preoc
cupations of the prelates and princes who sought to impose the values of a 
Christian society on a remote and backward people. Yet in the long run their 
mission was well accomplished. The foundations were well laid. After the brief 
Angevin interlude, the Kingdom of Poland was set fair to found one of the most 
original civilizations of early modern Europe, which, in union with Lithuania, 
spread out from sea to sea, and lasted for more than four hundred years. 



4 

ANJOU: 

The Hungarian Connection (1370-1386) 

The conduct of the great ruling dynasties of medieval Europe can only be prop
erly compared to that of the modern multinational corporations. Formed 
in obscurity in some remote, provincial backwater of France or Germany, the 
Hautevilles, Hohenstaufen, Luxembourgs, Angevins, Habsburgs, and 
Bourbons, gradually spread their tentacles into every corner of the continent. By 
the skilful use of war, diplomacy, marriage, and money, and by the judicious 
diversification of their interests, they acquired and relinquished lands, thrones, 
and titles with the same unerring sense of self-aggrandizement that drives the 
great business empires of today to deal in shares, assets, and companies. Their 
operations transcended the boundaries of political authority, and could usually 
override the objections of local rulers or competitors with impunity. 

Of all the dynastic enterprises of the age, none was more extensive than that 
of the House of Anjou. One branch of the family rose to prominence in 1154 
through the accession of Henry Plantagenet, Count of Anjou, to the throne of 
England. As Henry II, he was the father of Richard Coeur-de-Lion and of John 
Lackland, and the forebear of all the English kings of the next two and a half 
centuries. But their most spectacular adventures began in 1165, when Charles of 
Anjou, brother of St. Louis, set out from France for the conquest of Sicily. 
Thanks to papal support, this second branch of the Angevins contrived not only 
to occupy the throne of Naples, but also, after the collapse of their Sicilian 
realm, to be elected as kings of Hungary. From there, through the labyrinthine 
workings of diplomacy and inheritance, they were only one step removed from 
the neighbouring Kingdom of Poland. As it happened, the Angevins' connection 
with Poland lasted for less than twenty years. In the history of the dynasty it rep
resented only a minor episode of temporary importance. But in the history of 
their Polish and Hungarian subjects, it marked the forging of a link which far 
outlasted the memory of any dynastic machinations. 

The irruption of the Magyars in the tenth century had changed the face of 
Central Europe. They were the last of the nomadic colonists from the east, and 
were quite unrelated to any of the peoples among whom they settled. Their 
recent origins lay in the middle of the Pontic steppes, and their more distant 
roots in the depths of Central Asia. Their agglutinative language, of the Finno-
Ugrian family, was totally incomprehensible to all their neighbours. In the year 
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907, seven tribes under the warlord Arpad took possession of the plains between 
the Tisza (Theiss) and Danube rivers. For the next half-century till their defeat 
at the Lechfeld at the hands of Otto the Great, they lived by annual raids which 
penetrated deep into the western lands. In 915, 924, and 933, they were in 
Saxony; in 921 and 947 in Tuscany; in 924 and 951 in Provence and Aquitaine; 
and in 926 in Burgundy. In 937, their most adventurous sortie took them in a 
wide arc through Mainz, Orleans, and Rome. After their defeat, however, they 
turned to more stationary pursuits. Their settlements stretched from the 
German Oesterreich or 'East Mark' on the one side, to the Transylvanian Alps 
on the other. Their conquests reached from the ridge of the Carpathians in the 
north to the coast of the Adriatic in the south. Their territory cut right through 
the middle of the former area of Slavonic settlement, engulfing a number of 
Slavonic peoples such as the Slovaks and the Croats, and completing the sepa
ration of the West and South Slavs. 

Despite their different origins, the subsequent history of the Magyars was 
surprisingly similar to that of the Poles. They accepted Roman Christianity at 
the same moment and under the same auspices. The coronation of Steven I at 
Estergom (Gran) in 1001, and the creation of the Hungarian See, coincided 
almost exactly with the proceedings at Gniezno several weeks earlier. 
Henceforth, both Hungary and Poland formed the easternmost outposts of the 
Roman Church, regarding themselves with equal fervour as the twin bastions 
of the antemurale Cbristianitatis. They both experienced the same ambivalent 
relationship with the German Emperor - sometimes overlord, sometimes 
enemy, sometimes ally. They both grew into multinational kingdoms, where 
the native cultures of the composite elements were subordinated to the Latin 
culture of Church and State. Although the Hungarian Crown did not disinte
grate into separate principalities to the same degree as the primitive Polish 
kingdom, it was rent by exactly the same sort of dynastic feuds, heathen 
revolts, and foreign incursions. The control of the centre was always weak, the 
centrifugal forces of the regions always strong. In the thirteenth century, 
German colonization in Slovakia and Transylvania matched parallel move
ments into Silesia, Pomerania, and Prussia. In 1224, the Saxons of 
Transylvania, the 'children of the Pied Piper', with their city of Hermannstadt 
(Kolozsvar), were granted local autonomy. Two years earlier, the Golden Bull 
of Andreas II had granted far-reaching privileges to the high nobility - the 
right to voice grievances in their Assembly and to resist a king who breaks the 
law; freedom from arrest or confiscation without trial by their peers; and free
dom from taxation without consent. These were privileges which the nobility 
of Poland was to emulate in the period of Angevin rule. Most importantly, 
whilst sharing an undisputed frontier in the Carpathians, Poles and Magyars 
shared common enemies - the German Empire and Bohemia in the east, the 
Orthodox Church, Moldavians, and Wallachians, and eventually Turks and 
Tartars in the east. There were few points of friction, and many sound reasons 
for close understanding. 
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Following the crises caused by the cataclysmic Mongol invasion of 1241 and 
the extinction of the Arpad dynasty in 1301, the fortunes of the Hungarian 
Kingdom were quickly revived by the Angevins. The route whereby a cadet 
line of the French Capetians arrived in Buda via the Kingdom of Naples can 
only be traced by reference to the tortuous decisions of papal politics. But it 
was no less felicitous for that. Charles Robert (Carobert) of Anjou, son of 
Charles Martel, King of Naples, was elected to the throne of Hungary in 1308, 
and reigned for thirty-four years. His son, Louis of Anjou (1326-82), known in 
Hungarian history as 'Lajos the Great ' and in Polish History as 'Ludwik 
Wejierski' (Louis the Hungarian), enjoyed a reign of still greater length and 
renown. Possessed of Europe's most valuable gold mines, and aided by a 
reformed and efficient administration, he could afford to build an empire. His 
ambitions were boundless. In 1348, he was styling himself among other things 
'King of Jerusalem' and 'King of Sicily'. His expedition to recover Naples from 
his dissolute second cousin, Joanna, was only prevented by the onset of the 
Black Death. In a series of wars against the Venetian Republic, he recovered 
the Dalmatian coast and Ragusa (Dubrovnik). In the east, he asserted his 
suzerainty over Bosnia, northern Serbia, eastern Bulgaria, Moldavia, and 
Wallachia. When he took control of Poland in 1370, in succession to Casimir 
the Great, he reigned over the largest political complex of fourteenth-century 
Europe.1 (See Map 8.) 

To say that Louis of Anjou was elected King of Poland is rather to miss the 
point. It would be more realistic to stress that the Polish Kingdom was tacked 
on to the domain of Louis of Anjou. He was confirmed on the Polish throne for 
the simple reason that his private dynastic policy accorded well with the inter
ests of the Polish barons. National interest played little part. After his corona
tion in Cracow, Louis rarely visited Poland. He ruled through regents. The 
Angevin party centred on the leading families of Malopolska — the Teczynski, 
Melsztynski, Tarnowski, Kurozwecki. They were happy enough to be left to 
their own devices to an extent which had not been possible under Casimir. 
Opposition however collected round the late king's former ministers — 
Archbishop Jaroslaw, Chancellor Janusz Suchywilk, and Vice-Chancellor 
Janko of Czarnkow together with the barons of Wielkopolska and Kujawy. 
They were ready to intrigue on behalf of the Piasts, and quickly resorted to 
armed resistance. Intermittent clashes recurred during the reign. The latest of a 
series of warlords from Wielkopolska, Bartosz of Odolanow, was still in the 
field in 1382 when Louis died. The regents did not rule comfortably. The first, 
the King's Polish mother, Elzbieta Lokietkowna, resigned in 1376 after a bloody 
affray in Cracow between her Hungarian guards and the Polish garrison. The 
second, Wladyslaw of Opole, lasted five years. The third, Zawisza of 
Kurozweki, was intended to rule with the aid of a baronial quadrumvirate, but 
failed to impose his authority. The fourth, the King's daughter, Maria, and her 
husband Sigismund of Luxembourg, Prince of Brandenburg, were unable to 
install themselves before the reign ended. 
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Map 8. The Angevin Realm, (c. 1380) 

Louis applied the same remedy to the baronial opposition that he had success
fully prescribed in Hungary. Having no rooted concern for the kingdom, he 
bought off the barons with extensive social and legal privileges. In 1351, in 
Hungary, he had calmed the magnates by confirming the law of entail, which pre
served nobles' property from dispersal. Now, in Poland, he prepared still more 
radical concessions. In the winter of 1373-4, he summoned Polish representatives 
to his residence in Slovakia; and on 17 September 1374, after much bargaining, 
issued the famous Statute of Kosice (Koszyce). Confirming all previous rights 
and immunities awarded to the nobility by his Polish Piast predecessors, and in 
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particular the autonomy of the provinces, Louis limited all forms of noble service 
and obligation to just three heads. Firstly, the nobility were to pay the poradlne 
or land-tax, at a fixed rate of 2 groszy for every lan of private land worked by 
peasants. Secondly, they were to furnish unpaid military service for defensive 
operations within the frontiers of the Crown. Thirdly, they were to keep their cas
tles and fortifications in repair. The clergy were to be assessed at 6 groszy and two 
bushels of rye or oats per lan, but this was later reduced. The towns were to have 
their liberties extended. Cracow was to enjoy the right of storage enabling local 
merchants to control all goods brought into the city. In addition, Louis embarked 
on an extensive programme of 'Restitution', systematically redistributing a vast 
pool of Crown lands illegally acquired by the nobility and recently seized by 
Casimir the Great. In the face of such generosity, no baron could afford to resist. 

Louis's one lengthy sojourn in Poland, in 1376-7, was occasioned by the dis
turbances in Red Ruthenia — a province which he regarded as a separate realm, 
where Hungarian interests were not inferior to those of Poland. At the start of 
his reign, he had confided the government there to Wladyslaw of Opole, and the 
experiment prospered. German colonists were established. The liberties of the 
cities - Lwow, Rzeszow, Jaroslaw, Krosno, Sanok - were secured; trade with 
the Black Sea was encouraged. In 1375, a Roman archbishopric was introduced 
at Halicz, to challenge the Orthodox supremacy. Then, suddenly, in 1376, a 
Lithuanian army under Kiejstut and Lubart, the sons of Gedymin, appeared 
from the eastern woods and laid the province waste. Thousands of captives 
were carried off into slavery. Kiejstut reached the gates of Cracow, before mak
ing for home. Louis delivered the retribution in person. In 1377, a 
Polish-Hungarian force crossed into Lithuania. The territories of Chelm and 
Belz were occupied and attached to Red Ruthenia. Wladyslaw of Opole was 
removed, and transferred to Cracow to govern over all the Polish lands. Red 
Ruthenia was handed over to the rule of Hungarian governors. 

In all his policies, Louis was guided by his main concern for the Angevin suc
cession. He had two surviving daughters, but no son. In 1374, at Kosice he had 
obtained an assurance from the Polish barons that one of his daughters would 
succeed him in Poland; but in 1382, his unilateral nomination of Maria as regent 
seemed to pre-empt the issue in no unsubtle manner. It dismayed the majority 
of Polish lords as much as it angered the Magyars. Even before the King's unex
pected death brought the conflict into the open, civil war was brewing. In 
Wielkopolska, one party urged Maria's husband, the Luxemburger, to take the 
throne without further ado. A second party, at a gathering of nobles at Sieradz, 
elected the Piast, Ziemowit of Mazovia. A third party, connected with the 
barons of Malopolska, sought compromise. After much wrangling, they settled 
on Maria's younger sister, Hedwig, who was betrothed to Wilhelm von 
Habsburg, Prince of Austria. At a second gathering at Sieradz at the end of 1383, 
the spokesman of compromise, Jasko of Teczyn, Castellan of Wojnik, per
suaded his opponents to relent. Hedwig was to be elected Queen of Poland on 
condition that the Union with Hungary was abandoned. The pact was sealed; 
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the invitation was sent and accepted. Throughout 1384, the disappointed can
didates battled each other's candidacy into oblivion. After much slaughter, the 
junior Angevin princess, aged 10 years and 7 months, was crowned in Cracow 
as Queen Jadwiga, on 15 October. In the event, no voice was raised against her. 

Historians cannot be prevented from wondering if Louis's efforts were 
worthwhile. He had certainly mortgaged his daughters' happiness against an 
uncertain future. His family's precarious hold on their inheritance would obvi
ously depend as much on his daughters' husbands as on them; and one of the 
two was not yet wed. But such were the unwritten rules of the age. Here was a 
strong dynast with a weak dynastic hand. No success could redeem the elemen
tary failure to sire a son. In any case, Poland was but one of his many domains, 
and a touch of confusion there was not the mark of ultimate catastrophe. In the 
constitutional sphere, it could be argued that the Statute of Kosice was merely 
intended to win time. The growth of a strong executive, and of a robust fiscal 
and military system on the Hungarian model would undoubtedly have offset 
those early concessions, and would have put the King in a position to recover his 
prerogatives. Such may well have been Louis's design. At all events, death inter
vened before the design could be started. The Crown of St. Stephen in Hungary 
passed to the House of Luxembourg. The Polish Crown, and the fate of the 
House of Anjou, rested on the frail brow of Jadwiga. 

From Poland's point of view, Louis's short reign was decisive. The privileges 
which he granted were not rescinded by his death. They put the political initia
tive into the hands of the nobility at a moment when the cement of social and 
constitutional structures was starting to set. They obstructed the action of all 
subsequent monarchs, and formed the foundations of a long tradition. In the 
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, when the Kingdom of 
Hungary had long since lost its independence, the Hungarian-style liberties of 
Poland still stood intact. 

JS- * si- >!• * 

In those later centuries, the Polish-Hungarian connection remained close. 
Under the Jagiellonian kings, the Hungarian alliance formed a corner-stone of 
foreign policy. In 1440-4, and again in 1490—1516, Polish princes were elected to 
the Hungarian throne. In 1576-86, a Hungarian prince proved to be the most 
successful king in Poland's history. Common fears inspired common attitudes. 
Strong sympathies and personal contacts persisted even when political co
operation was impossible. The Partitions of Poland mirrored the earlier fate of 
Hungary. The partial revival of Hungary in the Dual Monarchy in 1867 was 
accompanied by the partial revival of Poland in Galicia. In the nineteenth cen
tury two similar nationalist movements drew on an essentially comparable his
tory to create a common friendship unique among the antagonistic nationalities 
of the region. In the twentieth century, two independent republics, squeezed 
between Germany and Russia, followed parallel courses of development. Even 
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in communist Eastern Europe, two fraternal parties show rare signs of genuine 
fraternity. To this day, almost anyone in Cracow or Budapest can repeat the old 
jingle in its Polish or Hungarian form: 

Wegier, Polak, dwa bratanki, 
Tak do szabli jak do szklanki. 

Magyar es lengyel jo barat 
Karddal s pohar kozt egyarant. 

The Pole and the Magyar like brothers stand 
Whether with sword or with tankard in hand.2 



5 

JOGALIA: 

The Lithuanian Union (1386-1572) 

The Lithuanians prided themselves on being the last pagan people in Europe. In 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries when all their Baltic neighbours - the 
Prussians and Sudovians to the south, and the Letts, Finns, and Estonians to the 
north - had been converted to Christianity, they still resisted. Indeed, under 
their Grand Prince Gedymin (c. 1275-1341), they forged a state of enormous size 
and considerable power at the expense of their Christian neighbours. Barred by 
the Teutonic Knights from access to the Baltic coast, their energies were 
diverted from the ethnic heartland between the Nieman and Dvina rivers 
towards the south and east. Here they met with little opposition. The Ruthenian 
principalities which lay across their lines of expansion were demoralized by the 
Mongol yoke, and the Mongol Empire itself was contracting. A century of raid
ing, of castle building, and of exacting tribute, brought startling results. Red 
Ruthenia was carved up with Poland in 1349. In 1362, at the Battle of the Blue 
Water, in the bend of the Dnieper, Gedymin's son Olgierd broke the Mongol 
power for good. Kiev was taken in 1363, Polotsk in 1375, Smolensk in 1403. By 
the 1370s, when Louis of Anjou reigned in Poland and Hungary, Lithuania 
already rivalled the Angevin empire. It was ruled from the ancient capital of 
Vilnius in the north, and dominated by a pagan warrior elite who regarded their 
lives and estates as the prince's absolute patrimony. Its inhabitants were largely 
East Slavs, devoted to the Orthodox faith. Its official language was ruski or 
Ruthenian - in a form which is now known as 'Old Byelorussian'. Success on 
this scale created obvious drawbacks. Like all the primitive states united by con
quest — like the empires of Canute the Great, of Rurik, or of Genghis Khan, or 
indeed of Boleslaw Chrobry - there was a very real danger that Lithuania would 
crumble as quickly as it had been built. It was a cairn of stones thrown together 
on a bleak plain - with no cement. It could be undermined by a revolt of its sub
jects, by dissension amongst its warlords, or by an incursion of its neighbours. 
Lithuania, proud and confident in the protection of Perkun, the God of the 
Thunderclap, was none the less lonely and very exposed.1 

Jogaila (c. 1351-1434)* succeeded to the throne of Lithuania at the age of 
twenty-six, in the prime of life, and lived to be eighty-three. Of all the neigh
bouring peoples, he had no special love for the Poles, who to his pagan mind 

* Jogaila in Lithuanian, became Jagietlo in Polish, and lagiellonus in Latin. 
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were servants of 'the German God'. Right until his elevation to the Polish 
throne, his raiding parties and rustlers regularly crossed the borders and carried 
off captives and loot. Yet the Catholic clouds on his western horizon were 
unmistakable. The consolidation of Poland under Casimir the Great was 
matched by the relentless advance of the Teutonic State, whose Grand Master, 
Winrich von Kniprode (1352-1382) was bringing his charge to a peak of condi
tion. Having defeated the Lithuanians at Rudau in 1370, he was now planting 
colonies in the Samogitian wilderness. He had an open licence to convert the 
Lithuanians, issued by the Pope in 1339, and made no secret of his intention to 
subject them to the fate of the Prussians. Jogaila could not hold off two Catholic 
powers at once. In the long run, he realized that he could only choose the man
ner of his conversion - and the least agreeable manner was at the point of a 
Teutonic sword. Christianity was coming, one way or the other. Thus he was 
driven towards Poland by the coldest and most calculated reasons of state. He 
was informed no doubt of his grandfather's alliance with Lokietek which had 
bought some decades of respite in the north. He knew of the marriage of his 
aunt, Aldona, which at the cost of 26,000 Polish slaves, had been arranged for 
the same purpose. His duty was clear; and the prospect of a nubile Hungarian 
princess was an added bonus. In 1385, as soon as Jadwiga arrived in Cracow, 
the Lithuanian matchmakers made their first approaches. A conjugal and a 
political union were proposed. It was a decisive moment in the life of two 
nations. For four long generations spanning 186 years, Jogaila and his heirs 
drove the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in harness, like 
a coach-and-pair. They presided over an era when the Lithuanian elite was pol-
onized, and the Poles acceded to the problems of the east.2 

In Cracow, the Polish barons, too, had their reasons. After thirteen years of 
Angevin rule, when they had escaped from the direct supervision of a native king, 
they were not now disposed to submit to the first man, who by marrying 
Jadwiga, could impose himself on them. Having rejected Louis's elder daughter, 
Maria, on the grounds that she was married to Sigismund of Brandenburg, they 
could hardly accept Jadwiga's present fiance, Wilhelm von Habsburg, Prince of 
Austria. For them, the Lithuanian connection was much more interesting. 
Jadwiga could be told to do her duty. Maidenly and ecclesiastical reticence could 
be overcome. On 14 August 1385, at Krewo in White Ruthenia, an agreement 
was signed, in which the Polish barons persuaded Jogaila to concede a number 
of very advantageous undertakings. In return for the hand of Jadwiga, the 
Lithuanian prince was ready to accept Christian baptism, to convert all his pagan 
subjects to Roman Catholicism, to release all Polish prisoners and slaves in his 
possession, to co-ordinate operations against the Teutonic Knights, and to asso
ciate the Grand Duchy of Lithuania with the Kingdom of Poland in a permanent 
union. On this basis, in February 1386 a great assembly of Polish barons and 
nobility at Lublin elected Jogaila, whom they knew as 'Jagiello)', as their king. 

For Jadwiga, the experience was extremely painful. She was eleven years old, 
and virtually alone in a foreign country. She was being told to abandon a young 
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man to whom she had been betrothed since infancy and to wed a pagan bache
lor more than three times her age, with whom she could not even converse. 
She was intelligent, pretty, an accomplished musician and scholar, and entirely 
helpless. After her lonely coronation on Wawel Hill on 15 October 1384, her 
Habsburg prince had arrived to claim his bride. The German city and corpora
tion of Cracow rejoiced. All the prisoners of the city dungeon were released. But 
the rejoicing was short-lived. Jadwiga watched as the Castellan of Cracow 
broke into the royal castle and chased the unhappy Habsburg from the 
Kingdom. She turned to her mother, who did not want to know, and to the 
Archbishop, who informed her that her engagement was annulled. After weeks 
of agonized prayer, she bowed to the inevitable. On the 15 February 1386, by the 
splash of the baptismal water, Jogaila was transformed into a Christian prince, 
christened 'Wladyslaw' (Ladislaus), and formally known henceforth as 
Wladyslaw-Jagiello. Three days later, the wedding was staged, and in March 
their joint coronation. After such treatment, it is not surprising that Jadwiga 
turned to a life of charity. She despised the barons, and loved the poor. The tat
tered remains of her cloak, with which she had covered the corpse of a copper
smith drowned in the river, became the banner of the Coppersmiths' Guild. The 
imprint of her shoe, which she had rested on a stone while tearing off the golden 
spur to give to a poor mason, was preserved for posterity in the wall of one of 
the city's churches. When she fell gravely ill in 1399, the castle was besieged by 
peasants and townsfolk bearing gifts of chickens and lambs and mushrooms for 
her recovery, and kneeling on the cobbles in prayer. In her last days, she thanked 
God for the victory of the Tartars on the Vorksla over the Polish and Lithuanian 
barons, for the 'humbling of their pride'. She died on 17 July 1399, at the age of 
24 leaving her entire personal fortune for the refounding of the Cracovian 
Academy, the Jagiellonian University. Thus were the fortunes of two countries 
served by the tears and humility of an unhappy girl. The Union of Krewo was 
abrogated by Jadwiga's death, but the political arguments which inspired it 
remained operative throughout the Jagiellonian era. On every occasion that 
serious difficulties arose, they ensured that the Polish-Lithuanian Union was 
renewed on terms of increasing intimacy. From the personal union of 1385-6, 
the relationship was gradually strengthened, until in 1569, the prospect of the 
dynasty's extinction encouraged the creation of a permanent, constitutional 
union. (The process was essentially comparable to that observable later in the 
history of England and Scotland, where the personal union of crowns under the 
Stuarts in 1603 led over a bumpy road to the Act of Union of 1707 and the cre
ation of the United Kingdom in 1801.) The first stage was effected in 1401. As 
Jogaila and Jadwiga were childless, it was necessary to design the machinery of 
a future succession. Meeting in their separate camps at Radom and Wilno, the 
Polish and Lithuanian barons agreed that nothing should be decided in future 
without mutual consultation. In the so called 'Wilno-Radom Act', Jogaila's 
cousin Witold (Vitovt) was to rule Lithuania for life; thereafter, it was to revert 
to Jogaila and his successors. If Jogaila were to die without natural heirs, the 
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future of his two realms was to be determined by common assent. The second 
stage was affected in an agreement signed at Horodlo in Volhynia on z October 
1413. Here, in effect, the Polish lords and Lithuanian boyars formed themselves 
into a joint estate. Among their many provisions it was agreed that matters of 
concern touching both countries should be settled in joint assemblies of the 
nobility, and that the Polish lords should participate in the election of the 
Lithuanian Grand Duke. In this way, the strict monarchical principle, already 
badly battered by the events of 1370, 1384-6, and 1401, was finally abandoned. 
Most remarkable, however, was the spirit in which the agreements were 
reached. It is true that the hearts of the participants of Horodlo had been 
warmed by their recent victory over the Teutonic Knights and that they were all 
conscious of considerable mutual advantage. The Polish nobility were obtain
ing a permanent stake in the internal affairs of their partners: the Lithuanians 
were receiving a guarantee of the separate identity of their state and its ruler. 
Cynics would say that in such circumstances it is easy to be noble-minded. Even 
so, noble-minded moments are a rare phenomenon, and the words of the 
Preamble to the Act of Horodlo are worth noting: 'Whoever is unsupported by 
the mystery of Love', it began, 'shall not achieve the Grace of salvation . . . For 
by Love, laws are made, kingdoms governed, cities ordered, and the state of the 
commonweal is brought to its proper goal. Whoever shall cast Love aside, shall 
lose everything.'3 In later times, when a weakened Polish-Lithuanian state 
became the object of derision and the prey of stronger enemies, these words 
served as a comfort and as a reminder of the high principles on which the Union 
was first founded. Thus the Polish and Lithuanian nobility looked forward to 
the future with confidence. To all intents and purposes, they became one nation. 
Henceforth, to be 'Polish' was to be a citizen of the Polish-Lithuanian state. It 
was equivalent to being British, as opposed to being English or Scottish. It did 
not mean that the Poles and the Lithuanians, any more than the English or the 
Scots, lost their sense of separate identity. Even that large part of the population, 
who shared neither the political rights of the ruling class nor their Polish culture 
or language, could take pride in the achievements of the new state. Comparisons 
with neighbouring countries were not unfavourable. 

The strategic security of the state was not seriously threatened. To the north, 
the three kingdoms of Scandinavia were locked in alternate embraces and quar
rels. To the east, the Mongol Empire had dissolved into its component hordes. 
Novgorod was a peaceable commercial republic. The Russian principalities of 
Pskov, Tver, Moscow, Ryazan, and Viatka, were small and disunited. To the 
south, the Luxemburgers in Bohemia nicely offset the ambitions of their rela
tives in Hungary. The Turks were preoccupied with the Balkans. Even after the 
fall of Constantinople in 1453, they betrayed no intention of crossing the 
Dniester. To the west, the Empire was in decline, the prey of its constituent prin
cipalities. France and England were fighting the Hundred Years War. Spain was 
still absorbed with the Reconquest. Italy was flourishing but fragmented. This 
was an epoch without great powers. Until the rise of Moscow, of the 
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Habsburgs, and of the Ottomans at the end of the fifteenth century, Central 
Europe lived in constant commotion, but no great danger. 

The one persistent nuisance was presented by the Teutonic Order. The dis
putes were endless - over the right of storage in the Vistula towns, over the legal
ities of land settlements, over the German colonists in Lithuania. In 1398, the 
Grand Master seized the island of Gotland from its pirate rulers, in 1402, the 
Neumark of Brandenburg, and in 1404, Samogitia. It was time for a reckoning. 
After 1386, the conversion of Lithuania had destroyed the Teutonic Knights' 
original raison d'etre. But they had no intention of closing their business. 
Although lacking the resources of the new Polish-Lithuanian combination, they 
could draw on great reserves of military investment, technical skill, and diplo
matic support. They defended their inheritance with steady determination. Two 
major wars - the Great War of 1409-22, and the Thirteen Years War of 1454-66 
- served only to trim the Order's pride, and to reduce its territory. In between, 
in the 1430s, the coalition of Polish magnates and Czech Taborites mounted a 
number of expeditions which penetrated to the Baltic Coast. Finally, in 1519-21, 
another major war looked set to develop into a life-and-death confrontation, 
until suddenly in 1525, the Order was secularized and disbanded. The 
Reformation achieved at a stroke what the combined forces of Poland and 
Lithuania had failed to achieve over one and a half centuries. 

Military problems demanded constant attention. Until the middle of the 
fifteenth century, the old feudal host performed its tasks with reasonable 
efficiency. Poland alone, without Lithuania, put 18,000 knights into the field. 
Fortresses and cities were surrounded by dirt-and-stone walls to meet the chal
lenge of siege artillery. In later decades, however, serious difficulties arose. The 
old type of army was no longer suited to the open warfare of the south and east. 
Knights could hardly arrive on the scene of distant action before the season's 
campaign was ended. Casual finances, which had to be spent before the land tax 
was collected, no longer sufficed. A standing army was required to supplement 
the levee-en-masse. In the 1490s, the first move in this direction was taken when 
an obrona potoczna or 'current defence force' of some 2,000 men was created to 
defend Red Ruthenia from Tartar raids. In 1526, it received an established finan
cial grant. Finally in 1563, the institution of the Kwarta or 'quarter tax' on the 
income of the Crown estates, ensured support for a permanent professional 
force. Even so, numbers were constantly declining. Every campaign necessitated 
an extraordinary grant from the Sejm. In 1532, the land tax of 12 groszy per lan 
produced barely enough to keep 3,474 cavalry, paid at 2 zl. a month Field com
manders were forced to rely on resourcefulness, and on the quality of their 
troops. In this regard, Hetman Jan Tarnowski (1488-1561), was an outstanding 
figure. Like his contemporary in the west, the Chevalier du Bayard, 'the knight 
without fear or reproach', he was a small man with an immense reputation. It 
was Tarnowski who modified the Hussite concept of the Tabor or 'military 
train' for use in the east, and turned it into the vehicle of repeated victory against 
overwhelming odds. The stores of ammunition of his entire army were carried 
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in huge six-horse wagons, which could keep on the move over vast distances or 
which could be chained together and formed square to make an instant fortress 
anywhere in the wilderness. A Polish Tabor besieged by twenty or thirty 
thousand Tartars must have closely resembled the overland trains of American 
pioneers attacked by Red Indians in the West. Tarnowski also developed the 
headquarters services of a modern army; horse-artillery; field hospitals provided 
at royal cost; the corps of Szancknechte (sappers); the Probantmaster's logistical 
department; the 'Herman's Articles' or code of discipline; the system of courts 
martial; and the corps of army chaplains. His practical experiences were sum
marized in a theoretical book, Consilium Rationis Bellicae (An Outline of 
Military Method), published in 1558. His watchword was 'Know your adver
sary'; and he preached the doctrine of flexibility. 

The centrepiece of the struggle with the Teutonic Order was contested near 
the village of Grunwald in Prussia, on 15 July 1410. Five days before the end of 
the previous truce, Wladyslaw-Jagiello and his Chief-of-staff, Zyndram z 
Maszkowic, had crossed the Vistula near Czerwinsk on a bridge of pontoons, 
secretly prepared. They were joined by Witold with the host of the Grand 
Duchy, by a Bohemian detachment under Zyzka, and by a contingent of Polish 
knights under Zawisza Czarny z Garbowa, the Black Knight. The Grand 
Master, Ulrich von Jungingen, expecting an attack on the district of Dobrzyn, 
was taken by surprise and was forced to ride swiftly to the north to bar the road 
to the Marienburg. Some 27,000 knights including many foreign guests were 
supported by mortars, and faced a motley collection of some 39,000 Poles, 
Czechs, Lithuanians, Samogitians, Ruthenians, Tartars, and Wallachians. By 
the end of the day, almost half of the Teutonic Knights were dead. The Grand 
Master was slain. Fourteen thousand prisoners were taken for ransom. The 
Teutonic camp was captured, and with it a score of carts loaded with iron 
shackles intended for the Polish captives, who had now turned captor. 
Wladyslaw-Jagiello, resplendent in his silver armour on the crest of a hillock, 
received the standard of the Prussian Bishop of Pomerania, and sent it as a tro
phy to Cracow. With it, he dispatched a letter to his second wife, Anna of Cilli, 
describing the events of the day: 

Most serene, excellent, Princess, dearest Spouse! On Tuesday, the Feast of the Apostles, 
the Grand Master with all his power drew close to our forces, and demanded that battle 
be joined. . . . After we had stood and watched each other for a time, the Grand Master 
sent two swords over to us with this message: 'Know you, King and Witold, that this very 
hour we shall do battle with you. For this, we send you these swords for your assistance.' 
We replied: 'We accept the swords you send us, and in the name of Christ, before whom 
all stiff-necked pride must bow, we shall do battle.' At which, with the troops standing 
in full order, we advanced to the fray without delay. Among the numberless dead, we 
ourselves had few losses. . . . We cut down the Grand Master, and the Marshal, 
SCHWARTSBURG, and many of the Komturs, forcing many others to flee.... The pur
suit continued for two miles. Many were drowned in the lakes and rivers, and many 
killed, so that very few escaped... .4 
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What actually happened is hard to say. Polish history books attribute the victory 
to the Polish royal guard, who charged from their station round the King to 
smash the Teutonic centre after the Lithuanians gave way. Russian sources 
stress the role of the regiments from Smolensk who moved to the attack when 
the Poles gave way. Most modern history books treat the Battle as a national, if 
not a racial, contest between German and Slav - which of course it was not. In 
German mythology, it was a catastrophe not revenged until the victory at 
nearby Tannenberg in August 1914. In Soviet mythology, it is a precursor of the 
Battle of Stalingrad. At all events, the Grand Master did not obtain a favourable 
result. The headquarters of the Order had to be hurriedly moved to Konigsberg, 
as the Marienburg was besieged. At the Treaty of Thorn, signed on 1 February 
1411, existing frontiers were confirmed and free trade on the Vistula assured. 
The Order made a conditional retreat from Samogitia. It was a very tame treaty 
for such a famous battle. 

In the middle of the century, the Thirteen Years War was fought over eastern 
Pomerania, or as it had now been re-christened, West Prussia. In 1454, the lead
ing cities of the province - Danzig, Thorn, Elbing - had revolted against the 
Order, formed the Prussian League, and sought the protection of the Polish 
King. An 'Act of Incorporation of Royal Prussia' was signed in Cracow on 6 
March 1454. After one early disaster at Chojnice, the Polish army recovered, 
occupied the Marienburg in 1457, and at Zarnowiec in 1462 threw its Knights 
on to the defensive. The second Treaty of Thorn, signed on 19 October 1466, 
partitioned the Teutonic State into two halves. The western half was to remain 
within the Polish Kingdom as the autonomous province of Royal Prussia with 
its own Diet. The eastern half, now called East Prussia, was to remain in the 
control of the Order, but as a Polish fief. The Livonian Land of the Teutonic 
State remained independent. In German History, this cruel 'Partition of Prussia' 
which so affronted Carlyle, was to be used as an explanation of the Partitions of 
Poland initiated by Frederick the Great in the eighteenth century. 

Despite these preoccupations, the Jagiellonian states continued to expand in 
other directions. The Lithuanians continued to march southwards and east
wards. Despite his defeat on the Vorskla, Witold reached the mouth of the 
Dnieper. In 1403, he took control of eastern Podolia. For their part, the Poles 
moved into western Podolia, founding the Wojewodztwo of Podolia at 
Kamieniec in 1430. Thus the fifteenth century saw Poland and Lithuania not 
only gently expanding, but competing to expand into the same regions. 

Over this same period, the Jagiellonian state assumed the missionary role of 
the Teutonic Knights. In 1387, Wladyslaw-Jagiello went straight to Vilnius 
from his wedding in Cracow, and decreed the abolition of the pagan gods. The 
groves of sacred oaks were felled; the statue of Perkun overturned; the eternal 
fire extinguished. Vilnius became 'Wilno'. The Bishopric of Wilno was founded, 
with a vast endowment. Those lords who accepted the new faith were offered 
their personal freedom. The common people were baptized in droves, everyone 
at each mass ceremony receiving the same white smock and the same Christian 
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name. Pagan practices were Christianized. Polish worship of the Madonna 
became the Lithuanian festival of St. Mary Perkunatele - the Virgin Mother of 
Perkun. At the Church Council of Constance in 1415, at which the dispute 
between Poland and the Teutonic Order over missionary methods was fully 
aired, the task of converting Lithuania to Catholicism was officially transferred 
to the Polish See. 

At Constance, also, Jan Hus was burned. His movement spread like a bush-
fire through the Czech lands and into Silesia. It attracted several important 
patrons in Polish society from Andrzej Gatka z Dobrzyna, Rector of the 
Jagiellonian University, to the powerful Spytek of Metsztyn, Castellan of Belz. 
It was condemned by the fierce royal Edict of Wielun (Wehlungen) of 142.4, 
which introduced the Inquisition. The Hussite Wars which ravaged Bohemia 
and eastern Germany for several decades spread to the east. In Poland, they were 
brought to an end on the field of Grotniki in May 1439 when Spytek was killed 
by the forces of Bishop Olesnicki of Cracow. 

Zbigniew Olesnicki (1389-1455) incarnated all the ideals of a militant but 
conservative prelate. He had made his mark at Grunwald where his youthful 
courage and speed of mind had saved the King's person from the lance of a 
Teutonic hero. He won his mitre at the age of 34, and a cardinal's hat at 50. He 
was a lifelong royal secretary, diplomat, and kingmaker. In foreign affairs, he 
nourished the traditional Hungarian connection, and at home the supremacy of 
the barons. He was eager to extend the power of the Jagieilons in the courts of 
Central Europe, by their election to the Hungarian throne, but not to encourage 
it in Poland. At the end of his life, he was the leader of the opposition. He was 
perhaps the greatest of a long line of great political bishops which included 
Mikolaj Traba (1358-1422), Archbishop and Vice-Chancellor; Jan Laski 
(1455-1531), Archbishop and Chancellor; and Piotr Tomicki (1469-1535), 
Bishop of Przemysl, Poznan, and Cracow, and Vice-Chancellor. 

Jagiellonian church affairs were disturbed by continual disputes with the 
Papacy. The disputes grew out of the struggle with the Teutonic Order, whom 
the Papacy favoured, and were fuelled by the growing power and confidence of 
the monarchy. The first exposition of the Polish case had appeared in the work 
of Pawel Wlodkowic. But the clearest formulation of a consequential political 
programme was made in the Monumentum pro Reipublicae ordinatione con-
gestum (c. 1475) of Jan Ostrorog (1436-1501), the fearless Castellan of Poznan. 
Ostrorog waged a lifelong campaign against papal power, demanding the abo
lition of annates, of juridical appeals to the Court of Rome, and of clerical 
exemption from royal taxation. Against this background, all the main religious 
developments occurred. In 1417, Archbishop Traba established the title of 
Primate of Poland, with its associated responsibilities of papal legate and leader 
of the Synod. In 1463, after a long wrangle, the practice was adopted of appoint
ing all abbots and bishops (of which there were now nineteen) without reference 
to the Roman Curia. The king's right to do so was confirmed by Leo X in 1513. 
In 1515 Archbishop Laski extracted for himself and his successors the title of 
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Legatus Natus 'Hereditary Legate' and promptly used it to reject the Vatican's 
pro-Habsburg plans for a war with Turkey. In 1530 the ageing Primate received 
a papal monitorium or 'warning' which summoned him to appear before a 
Roman court as a 'traitor' and ally of the Infidel, and which threatened him with 
excommunication, confiscation, and ruination by a fine of 25,000 ducats. He 
took no notice, and died. These same ebullient bishops were at once the patrons 
of the New Humanism and the cause of growing anticlerical feeling. If active 
Hussitism had been suppressed, demands for the 'Break with Rome' and for 
control of the wealth and power of the Church, were raised with accelerating 
insistence. By the time the Reformation appeared in the 1520s, the pitch had 
been well prepared. 

The structures of society were rapidly ossifying. The Jagiellonian period wit
nessed the emergence of five separate and exclusive estates - the clergy, the 
nobility, the burghers, the Jews, and the peasantry. Each estate was governed by 
special rights and rules, its area of competence carefully circumscribed by a 
body of detailed legislation. Membership of an estate was principally deter
mined by a person's birth, and movement between one estate and another was 
strewn with obstacles. The process whereby the clergy and the nobility rein
forced their privileges in the country as a whole matched by the actions of the 
Guilds in the cities. It was as difficult for a burgher to become a nobleman, as it 
was for a Jew to aspire to the rights of a burgher or to buy land, or for a peas
ant to engage in the activities that occupied the Jews. Constant efforts were 
made to eliminate independent social groups. As from 1421, the bishops closed 
the cathedral Chapters to all but noble candidates, thus eliminating that large 
group of plebeian clerics who by merit and education had risen to occupy an 
influential position mid-way between the episcopate and the parish clergy. Only 
two prebendaries, for Doctors of Law or Medicine, were reserved for 
non-nobles in each Chapter. The nobility attacked the shrinking holdings of the 
free peasantry and eliminated the special status of the esquires, forcing them to 
accept the full responsibilities of a nobleman or driving them into the towns or 
into serfdom. The Guilds attacked the illegal craftsmen's fraternities a parte, 
whose members, known as partacze or 'interlopers' contrived to evade estab
lished practices of apprenticing and licensing. By doing so, they drove a large 
part of the urban poor into the service of the noble estates, and fostered the cre
ation of extra-municipal zones within the cities. These zones or jurydiki, subject 
only to the jurisdiction of their noble or ecclesiastical owners, were common
place by the middle of the sixteenth century. Often located on the outskirts of 
the ancient city wards, or beyond the walls, they were frequently settled by poor 
Jews and developed into ghettos. For its part, the Jewish Kahal attacked the sep
arate Jewish Guilds which sought to escape from its own rigid control. 

In all these social conflicts, the noble estate clearly held the upper hand. It held 
a monopoly in the running both of the Church and the central legislative organs, 
and dominated the life of the royal court, army, and administration. In the 
Jagiellonian period, membership of the szlachta became stabilized. Henceforth, 
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those numerous noble families, whose names first appear in the documents and 
land grants of the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, have a continu
ous history into modern times. Among them, a small number of noblemen, 
begin to accumulate fortunes and influence of disproportionate size. Although 
the Teczyriski, Tarnowski, Odrowaz, Gorka, Firlej, Szamotulski, and 
Melsztynski families were small fry compared to the magnates of a later age, 
their power relative to the rest of society was considerable. If in the Piast period, 
the cities had stood apart from the landed interest, and were able to act as 
arbiters or even as princemakers in the internecine feuds of the barons, they 
were now to be subordinated to the universal pretensions of the szlachta. The 
new situation was dramatically illustrated by an incident in Cracow in 1462.. In 
that year, Andrzej Teczynski, brother of the royal Castellan, had given a suit of 
armour to be repaired by a craftsman called Klemens. When Klemens protested 
at the payment of 18 groszy against the bill of 2. ducats, Teczyriski decided to 
teach him a lesson by beating him with his stick. During the brawl, a body of 
townsmen intervened, and the Castellan's noble brother was lynched. 
Retribution was swift. As the city Corporation could not deliver the unidentified 
murderers to justice, six of the city aldermen were seized by the Castellan and 
summarily beheaded. The moral was fairly clear. Even so, the patricians of 
Cracow, Lwow, and Danzig included some of the most influential men in the 
land. Figures like Baltazar Behem (1460-1508), the lawyer, whose illuminated 
codex of Cracovian legislation provides perhaps the richest source of urban his
tory of the period, or Johann Boner (c. 1450-1523), an immigrant banker, who 
founded a noble dynasty, could deal with any nobleman without the least sense 
of inferiority. Their lofty detachment from the problems of the pullulating 
urban plebs was even greater than that of a nobleman from the life of his serfs. 

Economic progress continued apace both on the land and in the town. The 
recovery of Danzig, and the unification of the Vistula basin opened up the Polish 
interior to the grain trade. The steady improvement of agriculture over the pre
ceding period now paid dividends. Large-scale manorial farming and the pro
duction of cereals for sale became a very profitable business. What in 1400 was 
no more than a trickle, by 1500 was turning into a stream, and by 1565 into a 
flood. But agricultural improvement was no isolated phenomenon. Technical 
advances and specialization were noted in almost all trades. Water power, 
known since the thirteenth century, was now harnessed to a multiplicity of 
enterprises, from flour-milling and wood-cutting to paper- and wire-making. 
Transport was made more efficient both by the repair of roads, facilitating 
wheeled traffic instead of pack horses, and by the systematic use of rivers and 
dykes. Obstructive practices, such as that at Thorn, where, until 1537, all goods 
on the Vistula could be held up by the local right of storage, were reduced. 
Mining was markedly intensified. By 1563, salt production at Wieliczka had tre
bled since the turn of the century. Over one hundred forges, sixty in the 
Staropolskie Basin alone, were producing iron in quantity. Banking and credit 
operations proliferated, resulting in the creation of joint-stock companies. In 
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the 1490s, Jan Turzon of Cracow started a company for exploiting the silver 
mines of the Tatras; in 1525, another Cracovian, Pawel Kaufmann, headed 
another metallurgical consortium to which all the great noblemen of the day, 
from Krysztof Szydlowiecki to Jan Tarnowski were persuaded to subscribe. In 
many of these financial affairs, the House of Boner took a central role. By lend
ing money to kings and cities, they were able to amass lands and offices. In 1514 
Jan Boner was knighted, and became burgrave of the Royal Castle, and from 
1515, farmer of the Wieliczka salt mine. His nephew and heir, Seweryn Boner 
(1486-1549), inherited a royal loan of 150,000 ducats, and quickly rose to the 
high senatorial dignity of Castellan of Cracow. Like his uncle before him, he 
was in practice, if not in name, controller of the royal finances. 

Both export and import flourished. The former was largely run by foreign 
merchants or by the Jewish entrepreneurs of Cracow, Lwow, and Lublin -
among whom were Izaak Brodawka of Brest, Eleazer Abramovitch of Tykocin, 
and Aron Izraelovitch of Grodno; the latter was handled in the main by native 
merchants who constantly tried to restrict the activities of German or Scottish 
dealers specializing in metal-ware or half-finished goods. 

This sustained burst of economic activity had four main effects. Firstly, it ini
tiated the beginnings of a countrywide economic 'system' — a Polish market to 
which all regions of the Jagiellonian realm were connected. This is evidenced 
not only by the countrywide role of Danzig, but also by the appearance of 
important overland fairs at Lublin, Gniezno, and Torun. Secondly, it drew 
Poland-Lithuania into the orbit of all the continental economic forces of the six
teenth century, including that of the Price Revolution. In Poland-Lithuania, 
price inflation struck in the 1520s and resulted in a 300 per cent rise in goods 
prices over the century, as opposed to a 100 per cent rise in wages. Thirdly, it 
brought urban life to the peak of its importance. Fourthly, a complete reform of 
the monetary system took place. The prevalence at the end of the fifteenth cen
tury of five or six regional currencies — from Prussia, Lithuania, Danzig, Silesia, 
and Mazovia, together with a great variety of debased Polish silver coins and 
foreign ducats, bore witness not only to the existence of a coherent monetary 
area in which money circulated freely but also to the inadequacy of existing 
arrangements. Since the time of Casimir the Great, the proliferating coinage of 
the groszy system had contained an ever-decreasing percentage of pure silver. In 
the course of the fifteenth century, the kwartnik (quarter) of 1396 had fallen to 
one-third of its original value; the denarius or 'bronze penny' was worth twice 
what it had been. Thus, in 1526, the Zloty System was introduced into Poland. 
The so-called red zloty or 'Polish ducat' was minted at 3.5 grams of gold; the sil
ver zloty was fixed at 23.1 grams of silver on a monetary scale where 1 zloty = 5 
szostaki — 10 trojaki — 30 groszy — 90 szelqgi (shillings) = 180 ternarii = 540 
denarii (pence). Although in many places the old grzywna or 'mark' continued 
to be used as an accounting unit, the new coinage was extended in 1528 to 
Prussia, and in 1569 to Lithuania. Also in 1569, to bridge the gulf between the 
separate gold and silver coinages, a silver talar (dollar) was introduced. This 
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was equivalent to one red zloty, or to eight 'silver zloties', and was divided into 
5 orti. On this scale, one dollar or ducat was worth 240 groszy or 4,320 pence. 
The patent simplicity of these details eloquently evokes the complexity of the 
preceding chaos. 

The growth of towns and trade favoured the further expansion of the Jewish 
community. The Jagiellonian Kings regularly confirmed the basic Jewish 
Charter of 1264. As from 1515, Sigismund I encouraged Jewish immigration, 
especially from Austria. The large number of exclusionary charters, De non 
tolerandis Judeis, extended by the King to particular cities, served only to under
line the fact that the Jews were permitted to settle in all other parts of the realm. 
The foundations of Jewish autonomy were laid under royal patronage. Earlier 
attempts to place the Jews under the care of Chief Rabbis, appointed separately 
by the King in Poland and Lithuania, were abandoned. Instead, the principle 
was accepted that the elected Elders of the kahal or 'Jewish Commune' should 
administer their affairs themselves. In each locality, they were to be supervised, 
and protected, by the royal Wojewoda or Starosta. In 1530, they were granted 
leave to create a Jewish Tribunal at Lublin. In 1549, they were empowered both 
to assess and to collect their contribution to the pogiowne or 'poll-tax'. In this 
way, they gradually assumed the attributes of a separate and legal Estate. In 
financial matters, they established the enviable practice whereby they could bar
gain freely with the royal officials. As shown by the report of the commissioners 
who interviewed the Elders of the Cracow kahal in 1564, each side adopted an 
uncompromising negotiating position: 

The Jewish Elders, - by name Salmon Krasnik, Joseph Lyblich, Alexander the doctor, 
and Salmon Landa - stood before the commissioners. Examined under the threat of tak
ing the oath, they declared that ever since the settlement of their forefathers in Cracow, 
their custom was to pay 200 gold ducats each year directly into the royal Treasury on St. 
Martin's Day: but that at present they handed the money over in a different way, paying 
100 ducats to Mr Grabowiecki, and another 100 to Mr Lukasz. 

Asked by the commissioners what in addition they might offer to the Royal Treasury, 
by way of payments from the income of their abattoirs and other businesses, and from 
the trade which they pursue on the Market in Cracow, they replied that their exemption 
from such payments had been confirmed by His Majesty, our present King. But they pro
duced no documents to prove it. 

These same Jews declared that in many places they were charged excessive tolls, even 
for individual persons or for empty carts, which was contrary to custom and to their 
rights and privileges. They begged that they be freed from these impositions.5 

At the end of these bargaining sessions, the annual rate of the poll-tax would be 
agreed, and the Elders would be left to raise it. From the Crown's point of view, 
the outcome was not entirely satisfactory. As was the case with the nobles' land-
tax, which was similarly assessed by the tax-payers themselves, the royal 
officials could never be sure that they were always receiving their due. As 
Sigismund-August is reported to have remarked to the Bishop of Cracow: 'Tell 
me, my Lord Bishop, since you do not believe in sorcery, how is it that only 
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16,598 Jews pay the poll-tax, whilst two hundred thousand of them apparently 
live underground?' 

Social and economic changes were reflected in the constitutional sphere. The 
four autonomous estates enjoyed their separate jurisdictions. The fifteenth cen
tury saw the definitive stage in the formulation of the privileges of the szlachta, 
and of their legislative monopoly. The provincial sejmiki were regularized; the 
bicameral Sejm was in place by 1497. The statue of Nihil Novi of 1505 ensured 
the perpetuation of the institutions of the noble democracy into later periods. 
The towns retained complex liberties of their own. Several distinguished collec
tions of urban law, notably those of M. Jaskier and of B. Groicki, enjoyed wide
spread application. First the 'Digests' of Polish law printed in 1488, and the new 
codification of court law for the Kingdom in 1523, and then the publication of 
First Lithuanian Statute of 1529 for the Grand Duchy, manifested a growing 
sense of cultural and political cohesion. 

The monarchy, nominally hereditary, was limited by the terms of the 
Lithuanian Union, and was subject to an increasing degree of electoral 
confirmation by the nobles. At the same time, it retained many of the attributes 
of earlier kingship. In Poland, as distinct from Lithuania, the King was the 
executor of a sacred trust, which was not inherited directly from God, but was 
carefully conferred on him by the clergy, and acclaimed by the people. As shown 
by the ritual of the Coronation ceremony, the Polish King was explicitly bound 
by the tenets of the Catholic faith, by the laws of the Church, by the traditions 
of his predecessors, and by the consent of the people: 

Then the Archbishop should ask him in this way: 
Will you uphold the holy faith as handed down to you by Catholic men, and observe it 
with just works? 
He replies: Volo [I will]. 
Q. Will you be the guide and defender of the Holy Church and of her ministers? 
A. I will. 
Q. Will you defend the kingdom granted you by God, and rule it according to the justice 

of your fathers? 
A. I will. With God's aid, and sustained by the love of all my faithful people, I shall be 

strong, and I faithfully promise to conduct myself thus in every respect. 
Then the Lord Metropolitan should address the people with these words: 
Will you submit yourselves to such a prince and rector, to confirm his rule and put your 
trust in him: will you obey his laws according to the apostles, and given that his whole 
mind be subordinated to the higher powers, will you submit to this excellent king? 
Then the surrounding clergy and people should say unanimously: 
Fiat, Fiat. [So be it.] Amen.6 

After that, the plain chant of the choir moved on to another text: 'And Zadok 
the priest and Nathan the prophet have anointed Solomon King in Zion, and the 
joyful people said, "May the king live for ever, Alleluia".' Biblical scholars may 
have recalled that Solomon was anointed king over Israel on the orders of 
his father, King David, vivente rege. In Polish history, however, despite the 
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wording of the coronation service, numerous attempts to follow this precedent 
were blocked by the nobility. Sigismund I in 1530 was the only Polish king who 
succeeded in having his son crowned during his own lifetime. In Lithuania, 
where a separate grand ducal coronation took place in Wilno, many of the old 
patrimonial practices were retained. Not till 1529, when the First Lithuanian 
Statute enjoined a broader consultative function for the Great Council, did the 
Jagiellonian Grand Dukes care to reform procedures in the light of their simul
taneous experience as Kings of Poland. 

The multifarious political manoeuvres of the Jagiellonian monarchs can be 
reduced to two main problems. In the external sphere, they sought to isolate the 
principal perceived enemy. Their attentions in the fifteenth century were mainly 
directed against the Teutonic Order, and in the sixteenth century against 
Muscovy. In the internal sphere, they sought to reconcile the competing inter
ests of estates, regions, religions, and personalities. On the whole, they were 
remarkably successful. In contrast to the confused history of the Piast era, and 
the galloping anarchy of the succeeding Republic, the Jagiellons reigned over a 
dynamic but stable community. Their rule was seriously challenged on only one 
occasion — in 1429-30. The various oppositions never assumed the magnitude of 
an alternative government. The Jagiellonian era died of natural causes, and was 
supplanted by a new system prepared and introduced by its last, heirless repres
entative. 

Wladyslaw-Jagiello lived and ruled for forty-five years after his marriage to 
Jadwiga. During her lifetime, he was much concerned with preserving the state 
of the Union, reinforcing the hold on peripheral territories such as Red Ruthenia 
and suppressing the malcontents, whether of cousin Witold in Lithuania or the 
former regent, Ladislaus von Oppeln, in Poland. In his middle decades, he dealt 
with the Teutonic Order, and with related diplomatic problems in Central 
Europe and in the Church councils. His stand earned him the disgust of the 
Emperor, the Luxemburgers, and the Vatican, and the respect of the Hussites, 
who at several points urged him to accept the throne of Bohemia. At the end of 
his life, he was entirely absorbed with the succession. In spite of four marriages, 
he did not produce a son and heir until 1425 when he was well into his seventies. 
Leaving day-to-day business in the capable hands of Bishop Olesnicki, he made 
fundamental concessions to the barons to secure his sons' future. In the Statutes 
of Jetno (1430) and of Cracow (1433), an old man's fears aroused the very sus
picions they were supposed to allay. At the Congress of Luck in January 1429, 
Jagiello's foreign enemies and domestic rivals joined forces. Sigismund of 
Luxembourg, who held the thrones of Bohemia, Hungary, and Germany pro
posed that the Union of Horodlo should be overturned and Witold crowned 
King of Lithuania. A rift was opened between the two parts of the Jagiellonian 
realm. War loomed. But in 1430 Witold died. Jagiello's longevity was not the 
least of his talents. (See Diagram F.) 

Wtadyslaw III Warnenczyk (Ladislaus of Varna, 1425-44) is remembered 
almost exclusively for the way in which he died. Succeeding at the age of nine, 
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he had no chance to wrest control of Polish affairs from his father's favourite 
Bishop. The first years of his reign were engulfed by the shock waves from the 
civil war in Lithuania, where Jagiello's brother Swidrygiello was conspiring 
with the Teutonic Knights to break the union with Poland. The Polish barons 
took the field in support of Witold's brother, Zygmunt Kiejsztutowicz, whose 
accession was secured by 1434. In 1435, after the battle of Witkomierz 
(Ukmerge), they had obliged the Order to submit its foreign policy to Polish 
approval. No sooner were these northern storms calmed, when the death of 
Sigismund of Luxembourg disturbed the southern horizon. Cardinal Olesnicki 
entered the diplomatic lists for the resultant election of a new king of Hungary, 
and in 1440 won the contest on behalf of his young master. From the Cardinal's 
standpoint, it was an ideal solution. Wladyslaw went off to Hungary. The 
Cardinal was left in sole command in Poland. The rest is well known. For rea
sons deriving almost entirely from Hungarian interest and papal policies, 
Wladyslaw was persuaded to lead a crusade against the Turks in the Balkans. In 
1444, on the Black Sea coast near Varna, both he and the papal legate were killed 
by the Sultan's army. Constantinople was not saved. 

Kazimierz Jagiellonczyk (1427-92.) was duly warned by his brother's fate, and 
was content to rule in his own house. Having succeeded to Lithuania in 1440, he 
held a power base of his own from which he could undermine the wily Bishop 
of Cracow and the Polish barons. He found plenty of allies among the lesser 
nobility and the ambitious young ranks of the lower clergy. Like many of his 
contemporaries elsewhere in Europe - Louis XI in France, Henry VII in 
England, or Ferdinand and Isabella in Spain, he contrived to build a national 
party at court which challenged the vested interests of the Church and the habit
ual disobedience of the barons. His efforts were greatly furthered by the war 
against the Teutonic Order, 1454-66, and were rewarded by the acquisition of 
Royal Prussia, Oswiecim (1454), Rawa and Belz (1462), and Sochaczew (1476). 
In the last quarter of the century, he emerged as 'the Father of Central Europe'. 
From the triangular dynastic struggles of the Jagiellons, the Luxemburgers, and 
the Angevins, it was the Jagiellon who emerged triumphant - inevitably a rela
tive and a counterweight to the looming presence of the Habsburgs in Austria. 
In 1471, his eldest son, Wladyslaw (1456-1516), was elected as King of Bohemia 
and in 1490 as King of Hungary; the second son, Kazimierz, once offered the 
Hungarian throne by a group of Magyar rebels, died in 1483, a saint; the three 
other sons - J an Olbracht (John Albert), Aleksander, and Sigismund were des
tined to succeed each other in turn as Kings of Poland; the sixth son, Fryderyk 
(1468-1503), became a cardinal; the daughter, Zofia, was married to the Elector 
of Brandenburg, and was mother to Albrecht von Hohenzollern, last Grand 
Master of the Teutonic Order. The education of this brood was entrusted to the 
historian, Jan Dlugosz, formerly secretary to Bishop Olesnicki and now Canon 
of Cracow. Together with Ostrorog, Weit Stoss (Wit Stwosz), the painter and 
sculptor from Nuremburg, Filippo Buonacorsi, the poet and diplomat from San 
Gimignano, and Archbishop Gregory of Sanok (1407—77), whose palace at 
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Dunajow near Lwow attracted one of the leading humanist circles of Europe, 
Dlugosz belonged to a galaxy of intellectual giants who turned the Jagiellonian 
world into a centre of international importance. As the old King told his sons, 
'You have two fathers — myself and Father John.' It was an apt comment on the 
happy coincidence of political power and cultural prowess. When he died on 6 
June 1491, many people had good reason to mourn. (See Map 9.) 

Jan Olbracht (1459-1501) occupied an unenviable position. It was not easy in 
middle age to follow in such a father's footsteps, or to bolster the failing for
tunes of his brother Aleksander in Lithuania. Both the Muscovites abroad and 
the magnates at home had waited patiently for the old King's demise before 
launching their calculated assault on his sons. Jan Olbracht sought refuge in 
irrecoverable concessions to the nobility, notably at the famous Piotrkow Sejm 
of 1496, and in the vainglorious expedition to Moldavia in 1497. Were it not for 
the magnificent Barbican built in Cracow as part of the military preparations, 
this last adventure would have passed deservedly into oblivion. 

Aleksander (1461-1506) fared no better. As Grand Duke of Lithuania since 
1492, he was the chosen target of Muscovite intrigues. Married to Helena, 
daughter of Ivan III, as part of his Council's scheme to contain the first 
Muscovite prince to call himself 'Sovereign of all Russia' he fell victim first to 
internal subversion and then to external assault. His wife's Orthodox faith pro
vided the pretext for trumped-up charges of religious persecution. His boyars 
were threatened, bribed, or cajoled from their allegiance. His protestations were 
interpreted as signs of weakness. In May 1500, the Muscovites marched. On 14 
July on the banks of the Vedrosha they destroyed the Lithuanians, and captured 
the commander Prince Ostrogski. Their Crimean allies raided deep into Poland, 
and crossed the Vistula, taking 50,000 captives. Bryansk Sieversk, Vyazma, 
Toropets, and Dorogobush were annexed. In 1501, another Lithuanian force 
was annihilated near Mstislav; an auxiliary Teutonic force under Von 
Plettenberg was crushed at Helmed. In 1502 the once mighty Golden Horde was 
dispersed for ever. In 1503, in an open letter, Helena Ivanovna publicly defended 
her husband's conduct, and denounced her father's lies and violences. It made 
no difference. A truce was signed for six years, leaving all Ivan's conquests 
intact. The war was to continue at intervals until 1537. In Poland, Aleksander 
bowed to every wind that blew. On 25 October 1501, in anticipation of his coro
nation, he signed a document agreed at Mielnik by the Senators of the Kingdom 
with the lords of the Lithuanian Council, arrogating wide constitutional pow
ers to themselves. It never came into effect. In 1504, the pretensions of the Senate 
were angrily attacked by Archbishop Laski at the head of a party of noblemen, 
who urged that pluralism among the holders of the great offices of state should 
be curbed. There were demands for the recall of all Crown estates leased to sen
ators, and for the 'execution' of all established laws relating to the privileges of 
the nobility. This was the start of the so-called 'Executionist Movement' which 
was to play a prominent role in Polish politics for the next sixty years. In 1505, 
at the Sejm of Radom, the King withdrew his earlier concessions to the Senate, 
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and accepted the demands of the Lower House. The Statute of Nihil Novi estab
lished the principle that 'nothing new' should be introduced without the consent 
of the nobility as a whole. 

Sigismund I Stary, the 'Elder' (1467-1548), received his nickname at the end of 
his life. At the start of his reign, he was not yet forty, and he brought a touch of 
style and energy to his brother's faltering fortunes. Having ruled in Silesia in the 
name of his elder brother, Wladyslaw, he was accustomed to govern; and having 
lived for several years at the court of Buda, he had acquired the taste for artistic 
patronage at an early age. Long before his second marriage in 1518 to Bona 
Sforza, he had brought numerous Italians to Cracow, and had developed an 
expert interest in architecture and music. In political outlook, he was decidedly 
conservative, preferring to rely on the great magnates of the Senate, and punish
ing rebels and heretics alike with severity. In foreign affairs, he opted for an 
enterprising opening towards the Habsburgs. This new departure was sealed at 
the Congress of Vienna in 1515, where a double marriage contract was signed. 
Young Louis Jagiellon, King of Hungary and Bohemia, was betrothed to the 
Emperor's daughter, Maria; the Emperor's son, Ferdinand, took Anna 
Jagiellonka. The arrangement had obvious advantages for the Jagiellons. It drew 
the sting of potential conflicts over Hungary and Bohemia, and blocked the 
feared rapproachement between Austria, Muscovy, and the Teutonic Order. It 
left Sigismund free to fight in the east and north without fear of intervention from 
the west. At the same time, it represented an obvious gamble. If young Louis 
should survive, the Jagiellonian inheritance would be preserved; if he should die, 
it would pass to his Habsburg relatives. At first, all went well. Sigismund held the 
Muscovites at bay; and he solved the Teutonic problem for the duration. But the 
real initiative in Central Europe lay beyond his control. The Ottoman Turks of 
Suleiman the Magnificent were already on the move. In 1521 they took Belgrade; 
in 1522, Rhodes; in 1526, Buda. In 1529 Vienna itself was besieged. Worst of all, 
from Sigismund's standpoint, the childless Louis Jagiellon was killed at the 
Battle of Mohacs. His Bohemian kingdom passed without dispute to Ferdinand 
of Habsburg; his Hungarian kingdom was turned into a three-cornered bat
tlefield, contested by the Habsburgs, the Turks, and the Magyar lords under 
John Szapolyai. The whole of Central Europe was thrown into turmoil, whilst 
the Jagiellonian share of its inheritance was much diminished. 

Sigismund's wars were largely conditioned by the circumstances of the day. The 
Muscovite onslaught, which in its first stage had been solely directed against 
Lithuania, now engulfed Poland as well. In 1507-8, that same Michal Glinski, who 
had once distinguished himself in Aleksander's service, now headed a rebellion in 
Wilno. Sigismund rode straight from his coronation in Cracow to drive Glinski 
into exile, and to repulse the Muscovites who came to his aid. The Tsar responded 
in 1512, and sustained his attacks with savage tenacity for ten years. The three-
year siege of Smolensk cost him ten thousand dead each season; and after one sin
gle battle at Orsha, on 8 September 1514, Prince Ostrogski counted 30,000 
Muscovite corpses, including 1,500 boyars. But still they came on. As always, their 
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motto was 'U nas mnogo ludei' (We have a lot of people). Glinski took Smolensk 
by treachery, and held on to it. The third campaign, of 1534-7, started by 
Sigismund during the minority of Ivan IV, ended indecisively with a third truce. 

This same Muscovite embroilment also lay behind the last Teutonic war. 
Albrecht von Hohenzollern had been persuaded by the Tsar to demand changes 
in the Treaty of Thorn of 1466; and in 1519, border skirmishes turned suddenly 
into war. Konigsberg was attacked and the Grand Master only escaped from a 
humiliating capitulation by the timely arrival of Danish and German mercenar
ies. Yet the truce of 1521 coincided with the advent of the Reformation. In the 
space of a few months, the Grand Master saw the ranks of his Catholic crusad
ing Order decimated by mass conversions to Lutheranism. His army melted 
away. In 1525, to save his livelihood, he begged Sigismund to turn Prussia into 
a secular fief of the Polish Kingdom, and to accept him as its hereditary duke. 
The first act of Prussian homage was performed on 10 April 1525 in the Market 
Square at Cracow. Henceforth, Albrecht von Hohenzollern remained a loyal 
subject of Poland, and an active participant in Polish affairs.* 

Meanwhile, the south-eastern borders seethed in constant commotion. The 
preoccupations of the Jagiellons in Muscovy and Prussia were interpreted by the 
Ottomans' dependants as a licence to plunder the Polish lands. As early as 1412, 
the Grand Duke Witold had begun to build a chain of forts on the right bank of 
the Dnieper, and to garrison them with Tartar mercenaries known as Kazaks or 
'free adventurers'. These frontier communities attracted a growing number of 
fugitive Slav peasants and outlaws, and formed the core of the later Cossack set
tlements. But the Cossacks soon adopted the marauding life-style of the Tartars, 
and by the end of the fifteenth century were capable on their own of raiding deep 
into Poland. In 1498, they reached Jaroslaw, west of Lwow, and in 1502 the 
bend of the Vistula near Sandomierz. This was exactly the kind of threat which 
the obrona potoczna was designed to parry. But neither Cossacks nor Tartars 
could be persuaded to mend their ways for any length of time. What is more, 

* Although it is widely assumed that the Teutonic Order was dissolved after the seculariza
tion of Prussia in 152.5, and of Livonia in 1561, it has survived to the present day. In 1527, 
the few remaining Catholic knights who had not left Prussia for Livonia, established them
selves at Marienthal (Mergentheim) in Wurttemburg, and proceeded to elect the first of a 
new and unbroken series of Grand Masters, Walter von Cronberg. Thereafter, as from 
Archduke Maximilian of Austria, the titular King of Poland, who was Grand Master from 
1595 to 1618, the Order gradually fell into the orbit of the Habsburgs; and eventually its 
headquarters were transferred to Vienna. Commanderies were set up in many parts of 
Germany and Austria, and impressive architectural evidence of the Order's activities can 
still be seen, among other places, at Mergentheim, at Marburg, and at Rykhoven in 
Belgium. The present Grand Master, Dom Ildefons Pauler, resides at Vienna, Singerstrasse 
7, in a house once inhabited by Mozart, and rules over three provinces centred on Passau, 
Freisag, and Lana in Italy. Despite the romantic legend, which in 1813 inspired the founda
tion of the Order of the Iron Cross in Prussia and later, in the writings of Alfred Rosenberg, 
some of the grosser fantasies of Nazi ideology, the modern Teutonic Order has confined 
itself to practical religious and charitable work, and has remained a loyal if obscure instru
ment of the Vatican in central Europe. 
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after more than a century as vassals of the Polish King, the Hospodars of 
Moldavia transferred their allegiance to the Ottoman Porte. In 1497, Stephen of 
Moldavia defeated the Polish disciplinary expedition at Kozin in Bukovina, and 
introduced a further element of uncertainty into the confused politics of the 
region. In the next thirty years, Moldavian ambitions flourished on the sidelines 
of the Ottomans' own advance into the Danube Basin, and some headlong col
lision with the Poles became increasingly likely. In 1529, in the name of the 
Sultan but without the Sultan's permission, Hospodar Petrylo invaded the fron
tier district of Pokucie. There, on the banks of the Dniester at Obertyn, on 22 
August 1531, he was confronted by Hetman Tarnowski with a small force of 
some 6,000 men. The furious attacks of 17,000 horsemen repeatedly failed to 
break the Polish square, until at the end of the day, the garrison sallied forth to 
sweep the attackers from the field. It was a classic victory - at once the vindica
tion of careful tactics and of the obrona potoczna. Ten years later, when the 
unlucky Hospodar was dethroned at the Sultan's instigation, his removal was 
declared a fitting punishment for someone 'who had disturbed the Forte's best 
friend, the King of Poland'. 

Sigismund II Augustus (Zygmunt-August, 1520-72), was schooled for king
ship from his gilded cradle. In 1529, he was formally elected to the Polish throne 
on the wishes of his father, and began to rule under his father's guidance as 
Grand Duke in Lithuania. Hence for nearly twenty years, there were two King 
Sigismunds - the 'Elder' one in Cracow, and the 'Young Augustus' in Wilno. 
The contrast was striking. Despite his regal manner and cosmopolitan educa
tion, Sigismund II entirely lacked the assertiveness of the typical Renaissance 
prince. His temper was mild, and in his later years distinctly melancholy. He 
was nobody's 'wise fool', but he administered the realm with a grace and ease 
that bordered on the nonchalant. He was interested in all the progressive move
ments of the age, from Protestant theology to 'Executionist' politics, and natur
ally took the part of lesser men who were battling against the privileges of 
bishops and magnates. Yet he would have nothing of violence and bias; and 
refused categorically to be drawn into the religious quarrels of the age. His 
famous statement that he was 'King of the people, not of their consciences' com
plemented his father's remark to the learned Dr Eck: 'Please permit me, Sir, to 
be King of both the sheep and the goats.' His personal life was cast before the 
public eye, and caused him much pain. His mother, Bona Sforza, who had 
assumed considerable political influence during her husband's dotage, resorted 
to the most desperate tactics of a Renaissance harpy. In 1545, she poisoned the 
atmosphere of his first marriage and in due course poisoned the abandoned 
wife. In 1547, she took offence at his secret marriage with the widowed Barbara 
Radziwill, daughter of the Lithuanian Hetman, and was strongly suspected in 
due course of poisoning her also. In 1556, she absconded to her native duchies 
of Ban and Rossano in Southern Italy, taking some 430,000 ducats in cash and 
jewels from the royal treasury. These 'Neapolitan Sums', which were 
bequeathed to the King of Spain were still in dispute in the eighteenth century. 
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Yet Sigismund gained little understanding from the Sejm. He was a born parlia
mentarian, and bore much offence patiently in the hope of reconciliation. He 
shrugged his shoulders when his own supporters complained bitterly of the way 
Crown Estates were still being traded for favours and securities: 'I had to mort
gage them', he said sheepishly, 'because I had nothing to eat.' But he never for
gave his subjects' intrusion into his love for the beautiful Barbara. In the Sejm in 
1548, the first of his reign, he submitted to a detailed matrimonial interrogation, 
and was told by the Senate to arrange a divorce: 

Rex:... I wish that all people enjoyed true freedom of loving. I cannot break my mar
riage vows without offence to my conscience . . . There are no genuine grounds for 
divorce . . . 
Archbishop: Your Royal Highness, grounds for divorce could be found . . . 
Rex: No doubt they could - if I were a man of ample conscience, but such am I not. . . 
Envoy: It diminishes us, Your majesty, that you should have taken as your wife a woman 
from such a family, and from a nation which received its nobility and its Christian faith 
from us Poles only one and a half centuries ago . . 7 

Sigismund bore the insults. Then, after refusing a year's taxes, the Sejm relented. 
Barbara was crowned. But when she died shortly afterwards, the King was incon
solable. His third, purely political marriage with Catherine of Austria, was disas
trous. For the last years of his life, he lived alone and dressed in unrelieved black. 

Sigismund's principal foreign preoccupation, the Livonian War, was forced 
upon him by events beyond his control. Livonia, the northern Land of the 
German Crusaders, had maintained its separate existence. But there, as in 
Prussia, the Reformation gradually undermined the established political order. 
In the 1550s, the Livonian state began to crumble. The Lutheran burghers of 
Riga were at odds with the Catholic Church; and the German nobility were at 
odds against themselves; the Grand Master of the Knights of the Sword,* von 
Furtstemberg, was at odds with the Archbishop of Riga, Wilhelm von 
Hohenzollern. The Swedes were interested in the northern area, adjoining 
Swedish Finland; the Muscovites were seeking a 'window on the west'. The 
Danes were interested in obstructing the Swedes. Sigismund was interested 
in the fate of his cousin, the Archbishop. In 1557, a Polish army marched 
towards Riga but halted when the Grand Master and the Archbishop settled 
their differences. In 1558-9, a Muscovite army seized Dorpat and Narva and 
carried the Grand Master off as a trophy. It was the signal for a multilateral 
conflict involving the Swedes, the Danes, the Poles, and the Muscovites, which 
contested the dominion of the whole Baltic area and was not finally resolved 
until 1721. The Catholic party, neglected by the Emperor, turned to Poland for 
protection. In 1561, Furstemberg's successor, Gotthard von Kettler, together 

* The Order of the Knights of the Sword, founded in 1209 by Albrecht von Buxhovden, 
Bishop of Riga, had pioneered the conquest of Livonia before being absorbed into the 
Teutonic Order in 1237. Three centuries later, in consequence of the secularization of Prussia, 
it was reconstituted under the name of the 'Brethren of Christ's Militia', and operated as a sov
ereign unit until 1561. 
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with Archbishop Wilhelm and representatives of all the estates of Livonia 
assembled in Wilno to pay homage to Sigismund I. Kettler was to receive 
Courland and Semigalia in fief; Riga was to be incorporated into the kingdom 
with the same privileges and conditions as Danzig. It was a conscious copy of 
the Prussian submissions of 1466 and 1525. A naval war began for control of the 
Narva trade. The fifteen ships of Poland's 'Maritime Commission' were licensed 
for unlimited piracy. An embassy was sent to Denmark to negotiate an alliance. 
The King's sister, Katarzyna, was sent to Stockholm as a bride for the Swedish 
Crown Prince. But with Muscovy no rapprochement was possible. Sigismund's 
notification of the Wilno submission was answered by a brusque note from Ivan 
IV demanding the return of Kiev, Volhynia, and Podolia, 'the patrimony of his 
forebear, St. Vladimir'. The Lithuanian army was engaged from 1560, the Polish 
army from 1563. In that year Polotsk was lost, and no means was found of 
recovering Smolensk or Czernihow or of exploiting Ivan's preoccupations with 
the Turks and his rebellious boyars. The Polish-Lithuanian Army camped for 
seven years at Radoszkowice near Wilno, debating the state of the constitution, 
and waiting in vain for a change in Muscovite attitudes. It was in the long, cold 
evenings of enforced idleness in this encampment that the nobility of Poland and 
Lithuania took stock of their mutual predicament. They were faced with a 
numerous resilient fanatical foe who did not understand the meaning of mag
nanimity or compromise. They perceived a danger far more acute than that pre
sented by the late Teutonic Order. They foresaw a long, bitter struggle for 
which their ramshackle political order was poorly designed. They understood 
that the personal union of the two crowns, agreed in 1386 in face of the Teutonic 
threat, no longer matched their needs, and that it would have to be replaced by 
a new, organic, constitutional union. By the end of 1568, when the camp at 
Radoszkowice disbanded, wide agreement had been reached on the ultimate 
aim. But the terms were far from settled. 

To anyone unfamiliar with the subject, the 'Polish Renaissance' sounds omi
nously like an oxymoron. It may well seem highly improbable that a northern, 
Slavonic country, far removed from the influence of the Ancient World or of 
contemporary Italy, could ever have experienced the Renaissance in any but the 
most superficial form. 

Indeed, in many of the arts Poland did still lie on the periphery of Europe. In 
architecture, the monuments which remain bear witness to the work of mainly 
imported talent. The palaces of Baranow and Krasiczyn, or the decorated gra
naries of Kazimierz Dolny are certainly minor jewels of their kind; but they do 
not surprise the visitor who has seen Florence or Venice, or the chateaux of the 
Loire. In painting, too, the Polish achievement was modest. 

In the less tangible world of ideas, however; in science, literature, and learn
ing, the Polish talent was astonishingly rich and profound. Here, in the reigns of 
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the last two Jagiellons one can talk of Poland's Zloty Wiek, her 'Golden Age', 
with no hint of hyperbole. 

The flowering of the Renaissance in the sixteenth century was preceded in the 
fifteenth, by the steady germination of a strong humanist tradition. In the halls 
of the Jagiellonian University, under a series of outstanding rectors from Paulus 
Vladimiri to Bishop Tomicki, and in intimate circles forming round the Princes 
of the Church, from Cardinal Olesnicki to Archbishop Laski, the theocratic val
ues of the Middle Ages had long been under attack from wide-ranging philo
sophical and scientific speculation. 

Printing, the technical vehicle of the new ideas, flourished from an early date. 
The first work printed in Cracow, a Latin almanac, was produced by Piotr 
Straube in 1473. In 1491, Swejbold Vehl (Szwajpolt Fiol) printed the first ever 
book in Cyrillic, an Oktoich hymnal, and was fined by an inquisitorial court for 
his pains. Jan Haller, another Franconian, and Kasper Hochfeld, had the dis
tinction of publishing Poland's first illustrated work, Jan Laski's legal 
'Statutes', in 1506. Florian Ungler (d. 1536) printed the first book in 
Polish-Biernat of Lublin's Raj duszny (The Spiritual Paradise) in 1513; the first 
Polish grammar - Zaborowski's Ortografia in 1516; and Bernard Wapowski's 
celebrated map of Poland in 1525. Hieronim Wietor (d. 1546), founder of a firm 
which lasted over a century, produced a work in Greek; the first ever book in 
Romanian; and in 1519 Maciej Miechowita's Cronica Polonorum. This last 
item is best remembered as the first printed work in Poland to be withdrawn by 
the ecclesiastical censorship, for naming the lady who, in 1493 on return from 
a Roman pilgrimage, had first introduced syphilis to Poland. So much for firsts. 

Material prosperity contributed greatly. In wealthy cities like Cracow and 
Danzig, art and commerce thrived in harness. Magnates like Chancellor 
Krzysztof Szydlowiecki (1467-1532) or Bishop Jan Lubranski of Poznan 
(1456-1520) gloried in the prestige of patronage. Noblemen could afford to send 
their sons abroad for an education. The universities of Germany and Italy were 
flooded with Polish students as never before or since. 

The ultimate spark was provided by the Jagiellonian Court. Sigismund I, 
whose elder brother Ladislas reigned in Bohemia and Hungary from 1490 and 
whose Queen Bona Sforza inspired an important influx of Italians, presided in 
Cracow over a brilliant cosmopolitan circle. His son, Sigismund-August, Grand 
Duke of Lithuania, created an environment where royal servants, to be 
respected and successful, were themselves required to be poets, philosophers, 
and scientists. They set an example for the whole of educated society. Poland in 
the early 1500s was well prepared for the Renaissance, and for two or three gen
erations blazed with its inspiration. 

Names in themselves mean little. But the sheer quality of those who 
contributed to the intellectual and artistic life of the age is truly outstanding, 
especially in an area where, in later periods, such figures can be very sparse 
indeed. Among the foreigners, it is necessary to mention Buonacorsi (Calli-
machus), Padovano, Berucci, Retyk, Santagucci; among the natives, Janicki, 
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Modrzewski, Ilowski, Goslicki, Rej, Orzechowski, Zaborowski, Wapowski, 
Gornicki, Copernicus, Kochanowski, Zamoyski. 

The greatest name undoubtedly belongs to Nicholas Copernicus (1473-1543). 
Born in Thorn, in Royal Prussia, he spent the greater part of his career as Canon 
of the Warmian Chapter at Frauenberg. His mind was universal in the most 
complete and literal sense. His discovery, of the earth's motion round the sun, 
caused the most fundamental revolution possible in prevailing concepts of the 
human predicament.8 

After Copernicus, Jan Kochanowski (1530-84) holds pride of place. As 
founder of Polish vernacular poetry, he showed the Poles the beauty of their lan
guage. Until at the end of his life he was smitten by personal tragedy, his poems 
radiate that same joy and freshness which typify his peers - Ronsard and Du 
Bellay in France, Petrarch in Italy, Spenser in England - and that childlike sense 
of seeing the beauties of nature and of Man as no one had seen them before. From 
twenty thousand verses, one is sometimes quoted as his 'Renaissance Manifesto': 

Czego Chcesz od nas Panie, za twe hojne dary? 
czego za dobrodziejstwa, ktorych nie masz miary? 

Kosciol Cie nie ogarnie, wsze.dy pelno Ciebie, 
I w otchlaniach, i w morzu, na ziemi, na niebie, 

Tys Pan wszytkiego swiata, Tys niebo zbudowal 
I zlotymi gwiazdami slicznie uhaftowal 

Tys fundament zalozyl nieobeszlej ziemi 
I przykryles jej nagosc zioly rozlicznemi. 

Za Twoim rozkazaniem w brzegach morze stoi 
A zamierzonych granic przeskoczyc sie boi. 

Tobie kwoli rozliczne kwiatki Wiosna rodzi 
Tobie kwoli w klosianym wiencu lato chodzi. 

Wino Jesien i jablka rozmaite dawa; 
Potem do gotowego gnusna Zima wstawa. 

Chowaj nas, poki raczysz na tej niskiej ziemi, 
Jedno zawzdy niech bedziem pod skrzydlami twemi.* 

Last of the Renaissance giants was Jan Zamoyski (1542-1605). The leading 
politician of his day, he still found time to reconstruct his native Zamosc as a 
model city of the age. Its physical plan was conceived on the principles of 
Ciceronian harmony - with the palace, the ratusz, and the collegiate church, 

* What wilt thou from us, O Lord, for Thy generous gifts ?/What for Thy blessings which know 
no bounds ?/The Church will not contain Thee; everywhere is full of Thee/In the pit of Hell, 
in the sea, the earth, the sky/... Thou art Lord of all the world; thou didst build Heaven/And 
embroider it prettily with golden stars./Thou didst lay the foundation of the unbounded 
earth/By thy command, the sea stands within its shores,/Fearful to leap beyond its measured 
limits./. . . For Thee, Spring brings forth various flowers;/For Thee, Summer walks out in a 
garland of corn;/Autumn gives Wine, and numerous fruits;/Then idle Winter rises for a ready 
meal./Keep us, as Thou deignest, on the earth below/But let us ever stay beneath Thy wings.'9 
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each complementing the others. Its intellecual life centred on the famous 
Academy, or Hippeum, which briefly constituted one of the foremost seats of 
learning in Eastern Europe. In this private microcosm, Zamoyski successfully 
organized the Renaissance life-style and encouraged the virtues which in the 
world at large were beyond his grasp.10 

Despite their different careers, Copernicus, Kochanowski, and Zamoyski had 
much in common. Firstly, they all received a formal education of very high qual
ity. They were all graduates of Cracow and of Padua, the leading university in 
Europe, where in 1563 Zamoyski had served as Rector. Secondly, they were all 
deeply interested in Antiquity, and fully conversant with the classics. As a self-
appointed task, Copernicus translated the letters of Theophilactus Simokata 
(1509). Kochanowski, a pupil of the Hellenist Robortello, specialized in Cicero, 
and for the first thirty years of his life was a Latin poet in his own right. 
Zamoyski harangued the Sejm and Senate on the history of the Roman 
Republic. Thirdly, they all consciously schooled themselves in the full range of 
accomplishments which their individual abilities permitted. Copernicus, the 
astronomer, was also a qualified doctor of medicine and of canon law; 
Kochanowski, the poet, studied politics; Zamoyski, the politician, studied 
poetry. Fourthly, they were all public figures, with a strong sense of civic duty. 
Copernicus took an active part in the defence of Royal Prussia against the 
Teutonic Order, and in 1526 in the reform of the coinage. As a secular canon, he 
regularly acted as bailiff, tax-collector, judge, and physician. Both 
Kochanowski and Zamoyski started their careers as royal secretaries. When the 
one retired to his estate at Czarnolas the other rose to lifelong tenure of the 
Republic's highest offices - Grand Chancellor and Grand Hetman of 
the Crown. Finally, they all professed a high moral tone. They were all striving 
towards conscious ideals of beauty and harmony. Copernicus was most con
cerned with the theoretical order of the universe, Kochanowski with the practi
cal ordering of human emotions and belief, Zamoyski with political order. 

Humanist learning, reverence for antiquity, individualism and the quest for 
complete knowledge, an interest in public affairs and in the harmonious pur
pose of human life - these they shared in full measure. They happen to be the 
very things which are generally understood to have constituted 'Renaissance 
Man ' -l'uomo universale. 

The Sejm which assembled in Lublin three days before Christmas in 1568 had 
been convoked by the King for the express purpose of forging a constitutional 
union between the Korona and the Grand Duchy. It was the fourth Sejm in five 
years to discuss the matter, and was attended both by Lithuanian and Polish 
representatives. By this time, Sigismund-August was in a hurry. All the old argu
ments still held good. The growth of a common Polish culture in the ruling class 
of both states; the common danger from Muscovy; the exposure of the south-
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eastern provinces; the inadequacy of existing military, financial, and adminis
trative practices - all pointed to the need for fundamental change and rapid 
agreement. But there was added urgency. The King's third marriage had failed. 
A divorce was not possible. An heir could not be born. The Jagiellons were sure 
to die out. The King, tired and sick, roused himself for the last great effort of 
his life. He alone could break the hesitations of the Lithuanian magnates. In the 
last decade, he had tried many devices to unite the different traditions which 
divided the two parts of his realm. In 1559, he had instituted a Sejm for the 
Grand Duchy, and in 1564 provincial sejmiki on the Polish model. At the same 
time he made great concessions, surrendering all prerogatives of the Grand 
Duke which limited the property rights of the nobility, and extending full legal 
privileges to Orthodox gentry. He knew, of course, that habits do not change 
overnight, and that the representatives of the Lithuanian Sejm and Sejmiki had 
been selected by the magnates under the threat of the knout. He watched at 
Lublin how the three leading Lithuanians-Mikotaj Radziwill 'The Red', Jan 
Chodkiewicz, and Ostafi Wollowicz - simply ordered the rest of their delega
tion to hold their tongues. After one month of formalities, and a further month 
of crossed purposes, the King summoned Radziwill and Chodkiewicz to appear 
in person in the Senate and explain themselves. When they fled in the night, he 
reacted angrily. In the following days, three provinces of the Grand Duchy -
Podlasie, Volhynia, and Kiev - were incorporated into the Korona. Two 
Podlasian officers who refused to swear allegiance to the Polish crown, were 
promptly stripped of their lands and offices. The implication was clear. If the 
Lithuanian lords refused to behave like Polish noblemen and debate the issue 
openly, the King would turn on them with all the fury of a Lithuanian autocrat. 
In April, the leading lords of the Ukraine reappeared - Ostrogski, Czartoryski, 
Sanguszko, Wisniowiecki - and took their places in the Polish Senate. On 17 
June, Chodkiewicz himself reappeared, and, in the name of his peers, tearfully 
implored the King 'not to hand them over to the Polish Crown by hereditary 
will, to the slavery and shame of their children'. Sigismund-August replied, also 
in tears: 'God dwells where Love is, for such is his Divine Will. I am not lead
ing Your Lordships to any forced submission. We must all submit to God, and 
not to earthly rulers.' It was the moment of decision. Chodkiewicz accepted the 
terms of the proposed Union. The Senate rose to its feet and roared its thanks. 
Poland and Lithuania were to be joined together, 'freemen with free, equals 
with equal'. There was to be one Rzeczpospolita, one 'Republic' or 
'Commonwealth'; one indivisible body politick, one king, elected not born; one 
Sejm; one currency. The Lithuanians were to keep their own law, their own 
administration, their own army, and the titles of their princely families. The 
details were amicably edited. The King laboured incessantly for hours on end, 
day after day. These are great matters', he said, 'which are to last for centuries; 
they require long deliberation and good counsel.' Finally, on 1 July 1569, the 
Act of Union was sealed. Standing at the front, hat in hand and surrounded by 
the clergy, Sigismund-August received the oaths of loyalty from each of the sig-



1 2 2 JOGAL1A 

natories. Then, he led the entire assembly to the Church of St. Stanislaw, kneel
ing before the altar and singing the Te Deum in a strong voice.11 

Sigismund-August's last years were tinged with remorse. His constant appeals 
for love and harmony were bred by the fear that love and harmony were in short 
supply. In 1569, the Sejm promptly returned to a debate on his marital affairs and 
rose on 12 September without attending to the King's urgent requests. The provi
sions for drafting electoral procedure, for creating a central treasury, and for 
preparing judicial reforms were unceremoniously postponed. 'You see that I am a 
servant of Death', he had told them, 'no less than Your Lordships. If you do not 
pay heed, then my work and Yours will be turned to nought.' They paid little 
attention. In Muscovy, Ivan IV was angered by news of the Union of Lublin, and 
hastened to the crime which more than anything else earned him the name of 
'Terrible'. Forged letters were produced to show that the Archbishop and 
Governor of Novgorod were guilty of treasonable contacts with the Polish King. 
The Tsar arrived to administer the punishment in person. The inhabitants of 
Novgorod were systematically seized and tortured, and killed in batches of five 
hundred and a thousand every day. In five weeks, Russia's most civilized city was 
depopulated, and reduced to a smouldering heap. Ivan returned to Moscow to pre
pare the cauldrons of boiling oil and the meat hooks which were to chastise some 
hundreds of Muscovites suspected of treasonable contacts with Novgorod. What 
future for 'the Republic of goodwill' with such a neighbour? In 1570, the Sejm 
debated the problem of tax reform, but passed no taxes; in 1571, it again post
poned the King's requests, and in 1572 was dispersed by an outbreak of the plague. 
Sigismund-August relapsed into despair and insomnia. He locked himself into his 
favourite castle at Knyszyn near Bialystok, and refused to receive his senators. He 
died on 7 July 1572, surrounded by a motley company of quacks, astrologers, and 
witches, in a room hung in black in memory of Barbara Radziwill. His last will 
repeated those beautiful lifelong wishes which were so unlikely to come true: 

By this our last testament, We give and bequeath to our two realms, to the Polish Crown 
and to the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, that love, harmony, and unity . . . which our fore
bears cemented for eternity by strong agreements, mutually confirmed by the citizens of 
both countries. And to whomsoever of the two nations shall hold firmly to the Union 
gratefully received from Us, We bequeath Our blessing, that the Lord God in his favour 
shall grant them honour and power above other peoples, in their wide and common rule, 
in fame both at home and abroad, in all that is good and needful. But whosoever shall 
profess ingratitude and follow the paths of separation, may they quake before the wrath 
of God, who in the words of the prophet, hates and curses them who sow dissension 
between brother and brother . . .12 

The last of the Jagiellons, like the last of the Piasts 202 years before, was buried 
on Wawel Hill. The King's private person was dead. His public person rode in 
effigy to the burial. The royal standard was broken asunder and, with the royal 
jewels, cast into the grave. This same act symbolized the transfiguration of the 
Kingdom of Poland. The late King had ruled as the hereditary monarch of two 
separate principalities. He was leaving them united in one elective Republic. 
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ANTEMURALE: 

The Bulwark of Christendom 

At any point between AD 1000 and 1939, quotations can be found to illustrate the 
conviction that Poland was, is, and always will be, the last outpost of western 
civilization. In the earliest centuries it was seen to be holding the line against the 
Prussian and Lithuanian pagans; in the modern period against Islam and the 
Muscovite schismatics; in the twentieth century, against militant communism. 
At all times, Poland's 'Place in Europe', like that of neighbouring Hungary, was 
quite clear; it was the antemurale, 'the bulwark'.1 

The vocabulary has varied, of course. The term antemurale christianitatis 
was generally accepted after the Fall of Constantinople notably in a memorial 
to Pope Paul II in 1467. Elsewhere, one finds murus (wall), scutum (shield), 
clipeus (buckler), praevalidum (barbican), propugnaculum (rampart); in Polish, 
przedmurze (bulwark), forpoczta (bastion), and even plot (fence), or straz 
(watchtower). In 1573, in Paris, when a Triumphal Arch was raised in honour 
of Henry Valois's election to the Polish throne, the inscription read: POLO-
NIAE TOTIUS EUROPAE ADVERSUS BARBARORUM NATIONUM . . . 
FIRMISSIMO PROPUGNACULO (To Poland, Most Steadfast Fortress for the 
whole of Europe against the barbarian peoples). Thirty years later, Sully prepar
ing his Grand Design for the regeneration of European unity, described Poland 
as the 'boulevard et rempart'. In 1623, Wojciech Dembolecki wrote charmingly 
that 'God has enclosed Christendom with the Polish Crown, as a fence against 
the pagans'. The Polish kings invariably reminded their foreign correspondents 
of the Republic's traditional claim. On 11 March 1620, at Whitehall, the Polish 
Chancellor George Ossolinski, commenced his oration to James I with the 
words: Tandem erupit ottomanorum iam diu celatum pectore virus . . . et pub
lico Barbarorum furore, validissimum christiani orbis antemurale, petitur 
Polonia.' At the end of the century, on 25 July 1676, John HI Sobieski was writ
ing to Charles II in almost exactly the same language, informing him how 'vast 
Multitudes of Turks and Tartars fell upon this Bulwarke of Christendome to 
destroy it.'2 

The concept of 'Antemurale' has been specially favoured by Catholic writers, 
and in recent times has been adopted by the Vatican's Institute of Polish History 
as the title of its distinguished journal. It is often associated with two other slo
gans - that of 'Polonia Semper Fidelis' (Poland Ever Faithful) and that of Poland 
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as the 'Haven of Toleration'. In this way, Roman apologists have created the 
impression that Poland was able to hold the barbarians at bay firstly because it 
was solidly Catholic, secondly because its marvellous toleration gave no cause 
for religious strife or for foreign interference. Certainly, the wording and sub
stance of the declaration of the Confederation of Warsaw of 28 January 1573 
were extraordinary with regard to prevailing conditions elsewhere in Europe; 
and they governed the principles of religious life in the Republic for over two 
hundred years: 

Whereas there is a great dissidence in the affairs of the Christian Religion in our country, 
and to prevent any sedition for this reason among the people such as we clearly perceive 
in other realms - we swear to each other, on behalf of ourselves and our descendants, in 
perpetuity, under oath and pledging our faith, honour and consciences, that we who dif
fer in matters of religion will keep the peace among ourselves, and neither shed blood on 
account of differences of Faith, or kinds of church, nor punish one another by confisca
tion of goods, deprivation of honour, imprisonment, or exile . . .3 

Yet the declaration contained the proof of a nice contradiction. If the Catholic 
Republic were truly the Haven of Toleration, it could only have been so by 
virtue of the presence of numerous dissenters; but if the dissenting community 
was really so numerous that it had to be tolerated, then the Republic could not 
have been solidly Catholic. The exact measure of Poland's Catholicity, and of 
her Toleration, is not easily calculated.4 

A short tour of exploration round Poland's religious past is full of surprises, 
therefore. On the one hand, there is the unbroken presence of the Roman 
Catholic Church, whose establishment reached back to the very beginnings of 
recorded history, and whose supremacy was only briefly threatened. On the 
other hand, there is constant evidence for numerous varieties of religious non
conformity, sectarianism, schism, and heterodoxy. (See Diagram G.) 

Undoubtedly, fervent Catholicism radiates from the earliest known composi
tion in the Polish language. The hymn of the Bogurodzica (Mother of God) was 
probably composed in the thirteenth century, and survives in a fifteenth-century 
manuscript. In the Jagiellonian period, it was adopted as the battle-song of the 
feudal host; and it was sung in chorus by the knights of the Polish—Lithuanian 
Army before the Battle of Grunwald: 

Bogu rodzica dzewica Virgin, Mother of God, 
Bogem slawena maria! Maria, honoured by God, 
Utwego syna gospodzina, Your son's patroness, 
Matko swolena maria, Maria, chosen Mother! 
Sziszci nam, Kyrieleyson! Assist us. Kyrie Eleison!5 

Indeed, the scene at Grunwald, where both armies appealed to the patronage of 
the Virgin Mary, might suggest that the Poles, no less than the Teutonic 



D
ia

gr
am

 G
. 

T
he

 R
el

ig
io

us
 C

om
m

un
it

ie
s 

of
 P

ol
an

d-
L

it
hu

an
ia

 
a)

 i
n 

16
60

 
b)

 i
n 

17
72

 



1 2 8 ANTEMURALE 

Knights, paid court to the crusading tradition. Some historians, such as Lelewel, 
have chosen to liken Poland's militant role in Eastern Europe to that of Spain in 
the West with its seven-hundred-year Holy War against the Moors. 

In effect, the Poles were never very zealous Crusaders. Their participation in 
the general crusades to the Holy Land was extremely limited, and the few Polish 
kings who made Holy War against the Infidel had entirely normal political 
motives for doing so. On this point, considerable dispute has been aroused by 
the policy of the young Wladyslaw III Jagiellon, King of Poland and Hungary. 
In 1443, he heeded the promptings of the Papal Nuncio, Giuliano Cesarini, and 
led his armies eastwards in an attempt to check the growing power of the 
Ottomans. In previous years, the Hungarians had contained the Turkish men
ace with difficulty, and had fought fierce campaigns against the Pasha of Serbia, 
and against Dracula, Pasha of Wallachia. Now they crossed to the offensive. 
Passing through Belgrade and Sofia, they made for Adrianople. In 1444, the issue 
hung in the balance. The Ottoman Sultan, Murad II, had forced the Venetian 
blockade of the Straits, and, landing on the European shore, had brought up 
much-needed reserves of cavalry. The decisive battle took place on 10 
November on the Black Sea coast, not far from modern Varna. The initial suc
cess of the Christians was cut short by a foolhardy move to take the Sultan's 
centre by direct assault. The disaster was complete. The death of the young king 
was recorded by the Ottoman chronicler, Chodza Efendi (Saad-ed-din): 

It was dawn, as the morning star announced the strident call to arms. The archers began 
the fight, and when the full force of the sajdaki had been unleashed, both sides fell on 
each other sword in hand . . . The enemy was already gaining the advantage, when 
Karaya, the mighty Beyler-Bey of Anatolia, was struck down by infidel steel. Confused 
and terrified, the spahis broke ranks and fled. 

The Sultan, seeing them flee, raised his thoughts to Allah. 'Lord,' he cried, 'By the 
merit of rulers inspired by thy power . . . by the zeal of the warriors of the Faith . . . by 
the last and greatest of Thy prophets . . . by the light of his heavenly soul . . . save the 
army of Islam from the heel of the heretics. Save the defenders of the Faith from the 
shame of an Infidel victory.' Heaven answered his prayer. 

The King of the Infidels, burning with the excitement of victory, heeded the false coun
sel of one, Janko, to attack the camp of the padishah directly. With a handful of soldiers, 
and brandishing a captured scimitar, he made no attempt to halt his charge as he rode 
straight towards the Sultan. But Murad, patiently bearing the insult, . . . spoke to the 
guard about him, 'Cut this accursed madman off from his retinue . . . Give way on both 
sides as he flies like a wounded boar among you, then suddenly close the gap . . .' 

The King careless in his bravery, spurred on his horse far ahead of his followers . . . 
charging straight for the splendid bunczuk of the padishah. At first, in accordance with 
their orders, the soldiers let this soulless dog pass. Then, they surrounded him. A janis
sary by name of Chodza Kazer threw him to the ground by wounding his horse, then sev
ered the head of this disciple of Hell, and brought it to the padishah . . . Those who had 
followed this crazy youth among our soldiery were chopped to pieces, like rissoles. 

Seeing in this event an act of Divine Providence, smiling and full of praise, the Sultan 
cried aloud, 'Et-hamdu lillahl alazzefer! (God be praised for this victory). He then 
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ordered the King's severed head to be impaled on a stake, to terrify the infidels . . . Later, 
preserved in a pot of honey, it was sent to the capital of the country, to Bursa, to be exhib
ited to the gaze of the common people . . . 

Murad, meanwhile, sent news of this favourable event to all the neighbouring rulers. 
To Egypt he sent twenty-five of his Christian captives, shackled hand and foot and in full 
armour . . . When the feeble and faint-hearted Arabs saw the frightening figures of the 
infidels, as enormous as high fortresses, they cried out in amazement at the prowess of 
the Turks: 'Allah jensor ibn Osman!' (The Lord helps the Sons of Osman) . . . 

That famous victory, which filled the whole people with joy and strengthened the 
power of the Ottomans and the fortune of their subjects, was won on Tuesday, the ninth 
day of the Redzeb Moon, in the 848th year after the flight of the Prophet.6 

The Polish historians who have implied that Wladyslaw III died the death of a 
Christian martyr, selflessly laying down his life in defence of the Faith, have pro
voked a barrage of high-explosive criticism. Their critics maintain that 
Wladystaw paid the price of naive and ill-judged ambition.7 Certainly, the 
Varna Expedition would seem to have been inspired much more by Hungarian 
interests than by Polish ones. It cannot be realistically compared to Poland's 
relations with the Ottomans, or to the Spanish Keconquista. 

For Poland, the Ottoman Turks represented less of a menace than the Tartars 
of the Crimea. The Tartar war-parties made annual incursions along the three 
great frontier trails of the steppes. They burned, looted, and carried off their 
yasir or 'human booty' to be sold into slavery throughout the Muslim world. It 
was the Tartars, not the Turks, who inspired the stream of protestations about 
Poland's single-handed defence of Christendom against the Muslim invasion. 
Yet these protestations can hardly to taken at their face value. The Tartars were 
an infernal nuisance; but they posed no threat to European stability. Unlike the 
Moors or the Ottomans, they entertained no permanent territorial ambitions, 
and their czambuls never ventured beyond the limits of one summer's ride. 
Polish attempts to control them were accompanied by much pious Christian 
verbiage; but were more akin to police operations than to religious crusades. 
After all, the Republic's own Christian Cossacks behaved in much the same 
fashion; and the Republic's military leaders thought nothing of recruiting 
Tartar auxiliaries for action against other Christian princes when occasion 
demanded. 

None of the crusading Orders knew much success in Poland. The Knights 
Hospitallers founded several commanderies at an early date - at Strzygom in 
Silesia in 1150, at Zagosc in Malopolska in 1153, and at Poznan in 1191. But 
none really flourished. The Silesian commanderies passed under Bohemian con
trol after the secession of the province, and those in the Kingdom of Poland 
declined after the Mongol invasion of 1241-2. In the fifteenth century, the 
Hospitallers were associated with the Teutonic Order, and attracted the retri
bution of the Polish Kings accordingly. By the seventeenth century, there were 
very few Hospitallers in Poland at all. In this connection, the amazing 
Bartolomeus Nowodorski (1544-1624) - knight, pedagogue, and philosopher, 
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must be regarded as an exception in every way. In his early years he had served 
Stefan Batory in the Transylvanian Guard and on embassy to Constantinople, 
but was exiled in disgrace for duelling. For ten years, he served Henry of 
Navarre in France, and joined the Order of St. John in 1599. In 1602 he fought 
in a Venetian galley at the naval battle of Patras and returned to Malta as an 
invalid. In Malta, he was found by Piotr Kochanowski, who happened to be 
travelling in the Mediterranean, and was brought back home to Poland. In 1617, 
in Cracow, he accepted the first chair of secular philosophy at the Jagiellonian 
University, and founded the city's leading Gymnazium, which still bears his 
name. In 1618, at the age of 74, he accompanied Chodkiewicz on the expedition 
to Muscovy, and was wounded in the Battle of Tuszyn. He was put in charge of 
the one remaining commandery of the Hospitallers in Poland, at Poznan, but 
died before he could be installed.8 

Crusading, in fact, could never have been very popular in Poland. The Infidel 
was too close and too well known to hold much glamour; and there were wars 
enough as it was. More importantly, throughout the Middle Ages, the Kingdom 
of Poland had itself been assaulted by western crusaders, who in the pay of the 
Teutonic Order spent more time fighting their Catholic hosts than converting 
the heathen. For three hundred years, from 1226 to 1525, the struggle against the 
'Knights of the Cross' exerted one of the formative influences on the develop
ment of Polish Catholicism. At the Council of Constance in 1414—18 the chief 
Polish delegate, Pawet Wlodkowic, (Paulus Vladimiri 1370-1435), Rector of the 
Jagiellonian University, systematically condemned crusading as contrary to 
God's will. His detailed charges against the excesses of the Teutonic Order were 
supported by arguments from theology and philosophy which provide one of 
the earliest expositions of a specifically Polish concept of international law.9 

Moreover, the need for reconciliation as opposed to religious militancy was 
readily understood in a society where the Roman Church had never enjoyed a 
monopoly. Unlike the countries of Western Europe, where the ecclesiastical 
authority of Rome was unchallenged till the end of the Middle Ages, the church 
in Poland was constantly beset by pagans, dissenters, and schismatics. Paganism 
thrived long after the formal conversion of Poland to Christianity in AD 966, and 
continued to provide the official religion of Lithuania till 1386. Traces of ances
tor worship were still to be found in remote districts in the nineteenth century; 
and harmless pagan customs, like the dozynki or 'harvest fires', survive in the 
countryside to this day. Judaism, introduced by Chazars in the ninth century, 
had a longer history in Poland than Christianity. The eastern lands of the 
Kingdom were largely inhabited by Orthodox, whilst at the Reformation, 
Lutherans, Calvinists, and other Protestant sects, founded important congrega
tions. In Lwow and Wilno, Armenian and Tartar minorities established their 
own churches and mosques. In the united Republic between 1569 and the First 
Partition in 1772, the Roman Catholics formed the largest single religious 
group, but accounted for barely half of the total population. (See Diagram G (a), 
p. 127.) 



THE BULWARK OF CHRISTENDOM 1 3 1 

The Catholic Reformation was bound to take these circumstances into con
sideration. Although the Vatican entertained high hopes of using the Republic 
as a strategic base for its counter-offensive both against Protestantism and 
Orthodoxy, the Roman hierarchy in Poland was obliged to act with great 
discretion. In the critical period, in the sixth, seventh, and eighth decades of the 
sixteenth century, the militant Bishops did not possess the support of either King 
or Sejm, and could not use state institutions to enforce their wishes. The 
Tridentine spirit was first observable in Poland in 1551 at the Synod of 
Piotrkow, where Stanislaw Hozjusz (Hosius, 1504-79), Bishop of Warmia, pre
sented the celebrated Confessio Fidei Catholicae Christiana (A Christian 
Confession of the Catholic Faith), which was to propel him towards his 
Cardinal's hat and to the presidency of the Council of Trent itself. Yet in that 
same year, when the Bishop of Cracow tried to take action in the ecclesiastical 
courts against a Calvinist nobleman, it was found that the provincial dietine 
took to arms in the defendant's defence. In 1552, when the Bishop of Przemysl 
tried to prosecute one of his canons, Stanislaw Orzechowski (1513-66), who 
had taken a wife in defiance of the rule of celibacy, it was found that the Sejm of 
the kingdom sprang to protest. Thus from the outset, inquisitorial methods 
were avoided. From 1573, when the Confederation of Warsaw was instituted, 
the principle of toleration was inviolate, and even in the Vasa period when both 
Court and Sejm were actively Catholic, could only be defied in isolated 
instances. After 1603, the Index was regularly circumvented, and the prosecu
tion of noblemen who protected condemned heretics made little headway 
against the prevailing ethos of the noble democracy. Ineluctably, the accent was 
on persuasion, not coercion, and in particular on education. To this end, 
Cardinal Hosius introduced the Society of Jesus to Poland in 1565, with their 
first college at Braunsberg.10 In the following years, Jesuit colleges were opened 
at Pultusk (1566), Wilno (1569) and Poznan (1573), and in the east as far afield 
as Polock, Dorpat, Orsza, Kiev, Perejasiaw, and Witebsk. The construction of 
scores of churches, schools, and monasteries in the Baroque period bore witness 
to their lasting success. Conflict with the Protestants was, at the most, sporadic, 
and rarely violent. Attacks by Catholic students on a Lutheran funeral or on a 
Calvinist pastor, or in 1640 the demolition of the Protestant college in Wilno in 
a Catholic riot, belong to the exceptions. The Concors discordia (The 
Agreement to Disagree) lasted at least till the mid-seventeenth century, and was 
undermined more by the tensions of wartime than by any deliberate change in 
policy. Although to the Jesuits' way of thinking, tolerance was generally 
regarded as a vice, there were loyal Catholics who thought otherwise. Mikolaj 
Leczyca (Nicolaus Lancicius, 1574-1653), the provincial of the Jesuits in 
Lithuania in the reign of Wladyslaw IV, was the son of a Calvinist printer, a con
vert to Catholicism, and a noted moderate. Mikolaj Lawrynowicz, a 
Benedictine author, wrote in 1639 that 'beautiful harmony is born from con
trary things, as on a lute made with different strings . ..; the minds of Catholics 
are actually sharpened and tempered by them, like iron against stone.' 
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Repressive measures, such as the expulsion of the Arians in 1658, were under
taken for political rather than for religious reasons. Poland had its share of 
Catholic bigots; but the matter was far removed from what Carlyle imagined 
when he talked of 'savage and sanguinary outbreaks of a type of Jesuit fanati
cism as has no fellow'. Carlyle, the British Protestant, had not apparently heard 
of the Oxford Martyrs, of whom in Poland-Lithuania there was no equiva
lent.11 (See Map 10.) 

The influence of the Jesuits, though important, must be seen in relation to the 
parallel expansion of other contemplative, teaching, and mendicant Orders. In 
the two centuries from their introduction in 1564 to their suspension in 1773, the 
Jesuits never controlled more than seventy out of the Republic's 1,200 monastic 
and religious houses. Even in the educational sphere, they never enjoyed any
thing which resembled a monopoly. A total of 47 Jesuit colleges was comple
mented from 1642 by the growing network of the schools of the Piarists 
(Pietists), who specialized in the education of the sons of indigent nobility. In 
this light, the opinion of Walerian Krasinski that 'the Jesuits and their wretched 
tool, Sigismund HI, were the cause and origin of the ruin of the country', looks 
somewhat unjustified.12 The Benedictines, whose earliest Polish foundations 
dated from the early eleventh century, the Cistercians, whose first house at 
Jedrzejow was founded in 1140, and the Carthusians, all continued to work and 
to pray. The Dominicans (Black Friars), to whom the Vatican entrusted its 
inquisitorial powers, had maintained an unbroken presence since 1222. The 
Bonifraters, imported from Spain in 1608, were active in the realm of medical 
and mental care; the Missionary Fathers of St. Vincent de Paul (Lazarists) 
arrived shortly afterwards from France, with the original view of converting the 
Armenians of Lwow; the Marianite Sisters organized a network of convents in 
the eastern palatinates for the purpose of converting Jewish girls, and of finding 
them noble husbands. The various branches of the Franciscan Order could be 
encountered throughout Poland—Lithuania. The Bernardine Friars (Obser-
vantists) were specially popular with the nobility, who endowed them with over 
eighty foundations; the Reformists reached Poland in 1622; the Franciscan 
Minoresses (Poor Clares) rivalled the Carmelites among the leading female 
orders; the Capuchins were specially favoured by Jan Sobieski. Taken together, 
these various Orders far outnumbered the Jesuits, and counterbalanced any 
exclusive claims which they might have entertained. In the eighteenth century, 
when the level of learning and missionary zeal declined, the relative status and 
reputation of the Jesuits declined also. 

Polish Catholicism was marked not so much by its external militancy, as by its 
extreme inward piety. Traditionally indisposed to forcible conversion, and 
unsupported by the civil power, the Church could not apply the same ferocious 
methods as in Spain, Italy, or in neighbouring Bohemia. Rather, it reasserted its 
position by cultivating all manner of mystic, ascetic, and devotional practices. 
The seventeenth century saw a revival of interest in reliquaries. Pilgrimages came 
back into fashion. Complex Calvaries, whose chapels, avenues, and stairways 
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followed the stations of the Cross, were founded by pious noblemen. The elabor
ate Baroque shrine of Kalwaria Zebrzydowska in the Carpathian foothills of 
western Malopolska, laid out in 1613 by Michal Zebrzydowski, was but one of 
many, and launched a cult which has lasted to the present day. New ascetic 
Orders, such as the Cameduli in their enclosed hermitages at Bielany near 
Cracow, and near Warsaw, struck a new note of unworldliness. Confraternities 
of pious laymen, the bractwa, were organized. They were noted for their devo
tion to the Rosary, for their marathon prayer meetings and processions, and for 
their public displays of repentance and even of communal flagellation. Immense 
efforts were made to cultivate the lives of the saints, especially of Polish saints, 
and to press for their canonization. In 1594, St. Jacek, 'Hyacinth of Cracow' 
(1185-1257), founder of the Dominican Order in Poland, was canonized. In 
1602, St. Casimir of Cracow (1458-84), the second son of King Kazimierz 
Jagiellonczyk, was recognized by the Vatican as the patron saint of the Polish 
See. In 1622, the canonization of the Spaniard, St. Isidore the Farm-Servant, 
caused great rejoicing among the Szlachta, who propagated his cult as a means 
of engendering harmony, if not increased productivity, among their serfs. In the 
course of the seventeenth century, the lengthy process of canonical litigation in 
Rome was started on behalf of several prospective Polish candidates. The 
beatification in 1604 of the youthful Jesuit St. Stanislaw Kostka (1550-68), pre
pared the way for his canonization in 1826; the beatification in 1680 of St. Jan 
Kanty, 'John of Kanti' (1390-1473), born at Kety near Cracow and sometime 
Professor of the Jagiellonian University, preceded his canonization in 1767. The 
Polish Church's martyrs included the Uniate Archbishop Jozefat Kuncewicz of 
Polock (1580-1623), eventually canonized in 1867, and the priest, Andrzej 
Bobola S.J. (1591-1657), barbarously murdered by Cossacks near Pinsk and 
raised to the ranks of the Blessed in 1938. Among the unsuccessful candidates 
was another Jesuit, Bazyl Narbutt whose case, though officially supported by the 
Polish Sejm, failed to impress. 

As a result of the Catholic Reformation, the Marian Cult reached new heights 
of intensity. To some extent, the extraordinary veneration awarded to the 
Virgin Mary in Poland, may be seen as the reassertion of a local 'Old Polish' tra
dition against the centralizing, Latinizing, Romanizing reforms of the Council 
of Trent; but it was equally the most obvious expression of Catholic solidarity 
against the Protestant, Orthodox, and Judaic challenges of the age. In the sev
enteenth century, more than one thousand Marian shrines were thriving in 
Poland-Lithuania, each with its miraculous icon of the Matka Boska, 'The 
Virgin Mother of God, Queen of Heaven'. Apart from the Pauline monastery of 
Jasna Gora at Czestochowa, the principal Marian shrines were at Berdyczow in 
Ukraine, at Borune in Lithuania, and at Chelm. The exclusively Polish Orders 
of the Marian Fathers (1673) and of the Sacramentalist Sisters (1683) were 
founded in honour of the Virgin; whilst many existing monasteries, especially 
the nunneries of the Polish Benedictines, - the Norbertanki (Pre-monstraten-
sians) and Brygidki (Bridgettines) - were turned over entirely to the Marian cult. 
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The ceremonial Coronation of the Matka Boska at Czestochowa as 'Queen of 
Poland' in 1717, the year of the Silent Sejm, was a clear sign that the Roman 
Catholic Church was determined to keep its hold over the masses in spite of the 
subjection of the country to Russian political interests. 

In this same period, devotional literature recovered its role in Polish culture, 
countermanding the more obviously secular trends of the Renaissance. Polish 
translations of medieval Latin apochrypha and hagiography, especially 
concerning the life of St. Adalbert (Wojciech), did much to popularize the ver
nacular language; whilst Piotr Skarga's Zywoty swietych (Lives of the Saints, 
1579) competed with Kochanowski's Polish Psalter published in the same year 
for the accolade of the best-known and best-loved Polish works of the succeed
ing centuries. 

The predicament of the Orthodox community was particularly problemat
ical. In Poland, the Orthodox inhabited the northern flanks of the Carpathians 
as far west as Sanok and Krosno. In Red Ruthenia, annexed in 1340, and in the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania, they represented the dominant element. In the 
united Republic, they counted for roughly forty per cent of the total population. 
They belonged to the ancient Orthodox dioceses of Kiev and Nowogrodek. 

Yet the Orthodox did not live at peace, least of all among themselves. From 
1453, when the Patriarchate of Constantinople fell into Ottoman hands, they 
became the constant prey of politically interested parties. On the one side, the 
Tsars of Muscovy extended claims of universal patronage. On the other side, 
the Roman hierarchy saw hopes of ending the Schism. The result was constant 
conflict. In the sixteenth century, after a brief dalliance with Rome under the 
Cardinal-Metropolitan Isidore and his successors, the Metropolitans of Kiev 
had returned to their former allegiance to Constantinople. The attempts of the 
papal legate Antoni Possevini in the years 1581-3 to re-establish Roman control 
over the eastern church, rebounded to his discomfiture. In 1589, Tsar Feodor, 
acting in concert with Patriarch Jeremiah of Constantinople, created a separate 
Patriarchate of Moscow, whose pastoral pretensions spread far beyond the 
bounds of the Muscovite state. The Republic's Orthodox magnates, accus
tomed to administer clerical patronage and church property alike, felt their 
position threatened from all sides. In particular, Prince Konstanty Vazyl 
Ostrogski (d. 1608), Palatine of Kiev, whose theological academy at Ostrorog 
was leading an important revival in Orthodox life and had published the first 
printed Bible in Church Slavonic, was disposed to submit neither to Rome, nor 
to Constantinople, nor to Moscow. Like most of his co-religionists, he wanted 
to be left in peace. He was supported by Prince Andre Kurbsky, who had settled 
in Volhynia in 1567, and applied himself among other things to devotional 
work. But the issue was forced by the Orthodox bishops. Resentful of the taxes 
demanded by Constantinople, and of the autonomy granted to the bratstva or 
secular 'brotherhoods', and fearful of the activities of the Patriarch of Moscow, 
who was systematically undermining their authority, they made common cause 
with their Roman colleagues. Headed by their Metropolitan, Michal Rahoza, 
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by the exarch Cyril Terlecki, and by Hipation Potij, formerly Castellan and now 
Bishop of Brest, they addressed a letter to the Pope. It was a request in the name 
of all the faithful to be admitted to the Church of Rome. On 23 December 1595, 
in St. Peter's, Clement VIII celebrated the granting of their request with a solemn 
mass. Meanwhile, at home, resistance mounted. When the joint Synod of the 
two Orthodox provinces assembled at Brest on 8 October 1596, the bishops 
were no longer unanimous. Rahoza read the Papal Bull ending the Schism, and 
led a procession to the Roman church of the Blessed Virgin. He then received a 
delegation of Roman clergy to the Orthodox church of St. Nicholas, and lis
tened to a joyful sermon from Peter Skarga, the king's Jesuit confessor. The dis
sentient bishops gathered in a private house elsewhere in the town. Prince 
Ostrogski arrived with an army of priests, monks, and soldiers, in time to hear 
the archimandrites of Lavra Piecharskaya, of Pinsk and of Suprasl join the 
envoys from Constantinople in cursing all those who had 'betrayed Our 
Mother, the Greek Church'. The day ended with mutual excommunications. 
From the Roman point of view, the Synod of Brest confirmed the Act of Union. 
From the point of view of the Orthodox Church in Constantinople and 
Moscow, it was an act of disunion.13 

Religious grievances mingled with social and political ones. The Cossacks of 
the Dnieper did not recognize the Union of Brest. Nalewajko's Rebellion in 1596 
was the first of many to justify itself in terms of defending the Orthodox faith 
against Catholic subversion. Nalewajko, executed in Warsaw as a political trai
tor, was remembered in the Ukraine as a religious martyr. 

Thus, the Orthodox remained divided. That part of the clergy who elected for 
the Union kept their Slavonic rite, their separate hierarchy, and their right to 
marry: but they admitted the Roman doctrine of the Eucharist, the supremacy 
of the Pope, and the discipline of the Vatican's Curia. Members of this 'Greek-
Catholic Confession of the Slavonic Rite' were known in the Republic as unici 
or 'uniates'. In the eyes of Constantinople they were schismatics, and of 
Moscow, traitors. Those who dissociated themselves from the Union were 
known in Poland as dysunici or 'disuniates'. They belonged to the 'Greek 
Orthodox Confession of the Slavonic Rite' and were counted together with the 
Protestants among the dissidentes in religione. For almost forty years they were 
denied any form of official recognition. 

Turmoil amongst the Orthodox, first provoked by the Union of Brest, con
tinued unabated. Bitter emotions fostered in this period by religious strife 
undoubtedly sharpened political conflict in succeeding years. Uniates battled 
disuniates, as both struggled to preserve their independence from the Roman 
Catholic establishment. Their condition was vividly portrayed in Meletius 
Smotrycki's contemporary Lament for the Oriental Church of 1610. At first, in 
the south-eastern provinces, a series of regular battles took place, the so-called 
'Wars of the Deacons' in which the uniate and disuniate clergy disputed control 
of the offices and property of the Orthodox Church. In the north-eastern 
provinces, a similar conflict reached its height when the Uniate Archbishop of 
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Potock, Josaphat Kuncewicz was murdered. Archbishop Kuncewicz was no 
man of peace, and had been involved in all manner of oppressions, including 
that most offensive of petty persecutions - the refusal to allow the Orthodox 
peasants to bury their dead in consecrated ground. His death was the subject of 
outrage in Rome, but of some relief in his own diocese. Tempers also flared as a 
result of the categorical refusal by Sigismund III to approve episcopal appoint
ments made by Muscovite Patriarchs. In 1620, unrest among the Cossacks was 
sparked off by this very grievance. 

With time, however, a more fundamental struggle developed. Both the Uniate 
and the Orthodox churches, despairing of healing the rift, began to strengthen 
their own separate identities and to formulate their own doctrines. In this, on 
the Orthodox side, a prominent role was played by Piotr Mohyla (1596-1647), 
the Orthodox Metropolitan of Kiev. Mohyla was a member of a princely 
Moldavian family whose turbulent fortunes had been closely associated with 
Chancellor Zamoyski's Balkan adventures. His uncle Jarema, his cousin 
Constantine, his father Simeon, and his elder brother Michael, had all laid claim 
at various times to the title of Hospodar and to the thrones of either Moldavia 
or Wallachia. He himself served as a young man in the Polish Army, and in 1621 
fought at Chocim under Chodkiewicz. He entered the monastery of Lavra 
Pecherskaya in Kiev in 1627, and emerged five years later as Metropolitan, and 
as a lifelong opponent of the Union. Having founded the Mohyla Academy in 
1632, he quickly turned it into an outstanding centre of Orthodox theology, a 
rival of the local Jesuit College and the first seat of higher learning in the East 
Slav world.14 His cause was greatly assisted by the Uniates' failure to gain full 
political rights. Contrary to the provisions of the original agreement, the Uniate 
bishops were never admitted to the Senate of the Republic. The uniate clergy 
and nobility were limited to the status of second-class Catholics, which faced 
them with a permanent crisis of conscience. Their numbers were slowly eroded, 
both by desertions to mainstream Catholicism and by reversions to Orthodoxy. 
By the mid-seventeenth century, the success of the Catholic Reformation was 
being matched by a parallel revival among the Orthodox. In 1633, after thirty-
seven years of persecution, the Orthodox hierarchy was officially reinstated. 

Yet further upheavals were in view. No sooner had the Orthodox Church 
reasserted itself against the Uniate challenge, and established its right to be tol
erated in Poland-Lithuania, than it began to feel the pulses emanating from 
Moscow which sought to remodel traditional Orthodox practices and to turn 
Orthodoxy into a Muscovite state religion. In the mid-seventeenth century, the 
ancient Greek Orthodox Church of Slavonic Rite was about to be transformed 
into the Russian Orthodox Church. In 1648, the outbreak of the Cossack Wars 
severed the easternmost provinces of the Republic from the rest of the country. 
In 1654, when Chmielnicki's Cossacks accepted the suzerainty of the Tsar and 
by implication the direct control of the Patriarch of Moscow over the Orthodox 
population of their vast conquests, the Patriarch Nikon was reforming the 
liturgy. In 1662, Kiev itself was occupied by the Tsar's Army. Finally in 1667, 
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when the Truce of Andrusovo brought the whole left-bank Ukraine under per
manent Muscovite control, the Tsar Alexei was repudiating Nikon, though not 
his reforms, and subordinating the Orthodox Church to the rule of the state. In 
this way, the Orthodox faithful were forced to choose between submitting to the 
new Nikonian liturgy and the new Russian discipline or staying with their old 
beliefs and being branded by Moscow as schismatics. The result was the great 
Raskol or Schism, which had lasting effects. The Old Believers were naturally 
drawn to frontier areas where the Tsar's police could not easily reach them. 
Two early centres of Old Belief, at Starodub and at Wetka to the north of Kiev, 
were replaced by others further to the west when the new demarcation line of 
1667 was created.15 For their part, those Orthodox communities in the Republic 
who adopted the reforms and the accompanying Muscovite discipline, gradu
ally moved towards a position where the profession of Orthodoxy was auto
matically associated with expectations for eventual incorporation into the 
Russian Empire. 

However, despite the growing rift between the Orthodox and the Catholics 
in Poland-Lithuania, the complexity of their mutual relations cannot be 
overemphasised. Long after the Union of Brest, there were prominent represen
tatives of the Orthodox faith who strove to remain both loyal subjects of the 
Republic and ardent advocates of religious harmony. Such a man was Adam 
Kisiel (1600-53), wojewoda first of Czernihow and then of Kiev. Educated at the 
Zamosc Academy in a spirit of humanism and tolerance, he was the very epit
ome of moderation. It was Kisiel who persuaded the young King, "Wladyslaw 
IV, to reinstate the Orthodox hierarchy, and Kisiel who acted throughout a long 
political career as the natural intermediary between Court and Cossacks. The 
fact that modern Ukrainian historians sometimes choose to belittle him as a 
renegade to their cause only serves to underline the many different currents 
within Ruthenian Orthodoxy which still prevailed in his lifetime. 

The fragmentation of the Orthodox Church was reflected in the lives of its 
leading families, many of whom ceased to hold any fixed religious loyalty. 
Prince Konstanty Ostrogski himself was married to a Tarnowska, a Catholic. 
His heir, Prince Janusz, was a Catholic who bequeathed the reversion of the 
family estates to the Knights Hospitallers. Two of his three sons were Catholic, 
and one Orthodox; one of his two daughters married Krzysztof 'Thunderbolt' 
Radziwill, the Calvinist Hetman of Lithuania; the other married Jan Kiszka, the 
richest Arian in the Grand Duchy. The senior lines of the Radziwill, 
Chodkiewicz, Sapieha, Pac, and Wisniowiecki families, all turned Protestant. 
The Sanguszko, Czartoryski, Czetwertyski, and Oginski families passed from 
Orthodoxy to Catholicism. In the history of many Orthodox families, the adop
tion of Calvinism in the sixteenth century acted as a stepping-stone to their 
Catholic conversion in the seventeenth.16 

The Protestant community was also fighting on several fronts. Lutheranism 
was mainly confined to the cities, with their large German populations. 
Calvinism, in contrast, proved attractive to the nobility. But the Calvinists, too, 
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were divided among themselves. In 1562, a long-standing dispute between the 
conservatives and the radical wings led to schism. The radicals seceded, and as 
'Arians' developed one of Europe's earliest and most thoroughgoing experi
ments in primitive Christianity. (See Map n . ) 

Once the two great rebellions of Danzig were settled, in 1526, and again in 
1577-8, the Lutherans were effectively protected from outside interference for 
more than a century. Secure in their municipal charters, and in royal promises 
of toleration first made by Zygmunt-August and repeated by Bathory, the 
Lutheran burghers enjoyed freedom of worship. Their intellectual activities 
found a ready focus in the University of Konigsberg, founded in 1545 by 
Abraham Kulwiec (Culvensis, 1510-45), a Lithuanian refugee from Wilno, and 
in the celebrated Gymnazium at Danzig. They were variously patronized first by 
Queen Bona Sforza and later by Anna Vasa, the Protestant sister of Sigismund 
III. Such disputes as arose were directed at the Calvinists no less than at the 
Catholics. Yet, contrary to impressions created in later times, the ecumenical 
spirit flourished. In this respect, the history of the city of Thorn serves as a prime 
example to illustrate the way that protracted harmony passes easily into obliv
ion, whilst one sensational disaster is meticulously remembered for centuries. In 
1595, this largely German city, acted as host to a Protestant Synod convoked to 
uphold the Confederation of Warsaw. In 1645, it hosted the interconfessional 
'Colloquium of Love' proposed by King Wladyslaw IV. For several months, 
Protestant and Catholic divines discussed their theological and practical differ
ences in an atmosphere of restraint and mutual respect. Although no firm con
clusions were reached, they showed that Christian charity could still triumph 
over sectarian bigotry. In 1674, a Spanish diplomat who visited Thorn on his 
way to Sobieski's Election, noted the scene with pleasurable surprise: 

In this city, as in the rest of the province... the free exercise of the two religions, Catholic 
and Lutheran, is permitted. Those of the latter confession occupy the principal churches 
of the place, whilst the Catholics have two religious houses, one belonging to the 
Dominicans and the other to the Company of Jesus, where they celebrate the divine 
offices with much sumptuousness and magnificence. . . . Nevertheless, all live in great 
harmony with each other, and without disputes or arguments on questions of belief -
which is the best way to preserve peace.17 

No one could have predicted that one single incident fifty years later could 
brand the name of Thorn forever with the mark of Catholic fanaticism. 

Thorn was one of those German cities whose separate privileges had been 
established by the Act of Incorporation of Royal Prussia in 1457, and specifically 
confirmed at the Treaty of Oliwa in 1660. Its German Lutheran inhabitants 
greatly outnumbered the Catholics. On 16 July 1724 the Catholic Procession of 
Our Lady was interrupted by a fracas between the Jesuit students and some 
Lutheran bystanders. According to the Jesuits, the trouble started when a 
Lutheran burgher, shouting insults and failing to raise his hat when the proces
sion passed, was forcibly uncovered by one of the students. According to the 
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Lutherans, the students ordered the burghers to kneel in the street. On 17 July, 
a full-scale riot ensued. The Catholics, having failed to obtain the release of a 
comrade arrested by the Burgomaster, began to seize Lutheran hostages. In 
retaliation, the city mob descended on the Jesuit College, demolished its con
tents and made a bonfire of them in the market square. For this, according to the 
Jesuits, the blame lay chiefly with the city Corporation which had connived in 
the mob's excesses. According to the Lutherans, it lay exclusively with the stu
dents, who had gone on the rampage sword in hand, and had fired from within 
the College on guards sent by the Burgomaster to defend it. As related in 
Catholic Poland, the event which caused most offence was the burning of a 
statue of Our Lady, allegedly to taunts of: 'Now, Woman, save thyself.' In due 
course, on a deposition by the Jesuits, the citizens of Thorn were charged with 
sedition in the Crown Tribunal in Warsaw; and on 16 November sentence was 
passed against them. Burgomaster Roesner and his deputy, Czernich, were con
demned to decapitation, 'for neglecting to do the Duty of their respective offices 
and thereby countenancing the Sedition and Tumult of the populace'. The 
burghers Harder, Moab, and thirteen more, were also to be executed 'as the first 
aggressors against the Jesuit College'. Two others, Carwise and Schultz, for 
profaning the Virgin, were to be mutilated, quartered, and burned. There fol
lowed a long list of fines, banishments, and confiscations. No appeals were 
allowed. At the end of the month Prince Lubomirski appeared before Thorn 
with a regiment of soldiers, and proceeded to put the sentence into effect. The 
condemned men were promised clemency on condition of conversion to 
Catholicism. At dawn on 7 December 1724, Burgomaster Roesner was 
beheaded. His last words were: 'Be satisfied with my Body; my Soul is my 
Saviour's.' Later, the wheel, the whip, and the fire were added to the sufferings 
of the victims. Two men were saved; one, Heyder, by conversion on the gallows, 
the other, John-Henry Czernich, the deputy Burgomaster, by a personal pardon 
from the King of Poland. A Lutheran school, a chapel, and a printing-press were 
handed over to the Catholic Church. Thus ended the 'Tumult of Thorn', der 
Thorner Blutbad. In Polish history books, it rarely finds mention. In Protestant 
Europe, and particularly in England, it was the sole event for which the name of 
Copernicus's birthplace was remembered. (See p. Z85.) 

In London, the Tumult of Thorn provided a capital sensation. Already on 2 
December, before the executions, the King of Prussia had written to George I to 
arouse English feelings. 'The fury of the Romish clergy is come to such a 
Height', he wrote, 'that they are now endeavouring not only at the total ruin of 
the city of Thorn, but likewise at the utter Extirpation of all Dissenters in that 
Kingdom.' By January, the country was seething with indignation. The 
Historical Register, London's main source of foreign news, carried the most 
detailed information, carefully supplied by courtesy of Berlin. Its readers were 
regaled in turn with the text of the Treaty of Oliva; with 'the Council of Thorn's 
Account of the Tumult that happen'd there last July'; with an 'Abstract of the 
Affair of Thorn publish'd at Berlin in the German tongue'; with 'the 
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Constitutions of the Diet of Poland and Lithuania in 1724'; and with the entire 
correspondence of the King of Prussia with their Polish, British, Russian, 
Danish, Swedish, French, Sardinian, and Imperial Majesties. Most curiously, 
they were also treated to a number of 'true and faithful Catholick accounts' of 
the affair, nicely calculated to have the opposite effect than that intended by 
their supposedly Jesuit authors. To drive the point home, the English editor 
added his own gloss: 

Who can read without indignation, this abominable Account . . . without bringing to 
mind the impious Doctrines of that Hellish Society . . .? The Letter of His Prussian 
Majesty . . . is sufficient of itself to destroy the Credit . . . of the Jesuits, who are justly 
charged to have fomented the Tumult, in order . . . to blacken the Conduct of the 
Protestants, and to charge them with Horrid Violences. 

Whatever the rights and wrongs of the Tumult itself, there is no doubt that the 
Prussians systematically exploited it for nefarious purposes of their own. For 
decades past, the Hohenzollerns had tried to suborn the German cities of Royal 
Prussia from their allegiance to the Republic. They carefully magnified the 
grievances of the Lutheran Protestant community, and broadcast them round 
Europe. They constantly prompted the Russians - if prompting was needed - to 
take parallel action on behalf of the Orthodox. Their recruiting sergeants were 
at work in Thorn and elsewhere. For them, the Tumult of 1724 was a heaven
sent opportunity. For the nobility of the Republic, it was the last in a series of 
provocations which lured them into fatal retaliation. Throughout the Great 
Northern War (1700-21), they had seen the country torn apart by domestic fac
tions and foreign invaders, all of which competed for the patronage of the 'dis
sidents'. They had seen the manifest intolerance of all these champions of 
religious toleration at first hand. In their helplessness, they lashed out in fits of 
intemperance which rebounded to their own disadvantage. In 1717, the Sejm 
resolved to limit the rights of the dissidents, and in 1718 expelled the sole 
remaining non-Catholic envoy, the Calvinist, Andrzej Piotrowski from their 
midst. In response, they found that the Lutheran Synod of the Republic, calmly 
debating within the privileged walls of Danzig, was openly calling for the inter
vention of foreign powers to remedy the 'oppression of the dissidents'. Their 
exemplary punishment of the Torunians was clearly intended to teach the 
Lutherans a lesson. By stressing the civil nature of the Burgomaster's offence, it 
sought to underline the need for civil obedience. Of course, it had the contrary 
effect. It inflamed the religious passions which it sought to contain, and pro
vided the Republic's neighbours with a pretext for meddling which was never 
relinquished until the Republic itself was destroyed.18 

The Calvinist community became a political issue at a much earlier stage. In 
the Korona, it had attracted widespread support from the middling sort of 
nobleman, who was trying to preserve his independence from the patronage of 
the great families and who resented the wealth and influence of the Bishops. In 
the Grand Duchy, it attracted the greatest magnates themselves, as a means of 
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bypassing the influence of Catholic and Orthodox clergy. Soon after its appear
ance in the mid-sixteenth century, it obtained a number of secure bases on the 
estates of the Leszczynski at Leszno, of the Olesnicki at Pinczow, and of the 
Radziwills at Wilno, Kejdany, and Stuck. As a result, the royal edict against 
heresy of 12 December 1550 remained a dead letter. Thereafter, Calvinism 
advanced swiftly. In 1554, the first Calvinist Synod of the Kingdom at Slomniki 
empowered noblemen to divert the payment of tithes from the Roman Church 
to their own pockets. In 1555, at the Sejm of Piotrkow, Rafal Leszczynski and 
Hieronim Ossolinski mooted the possibility of creating a national church under 
Zygmunt-August. In 1556, the first united Synod of Poland and Lithuania met 
at Pinczow. In 1558, the Calvinists in the Sejm felt strong enough to challenge 
the right of the Bishops to participate in the Senate. For the next two decades, 
they constituted one of the most powerful groupings in political life, command
ing the allegiance of an estimated 20 per cent of the nobility together with an 
absolute majority among the lay members of the Senate. They were particularly 
active in the Executionist Movement. By the inspiration of Jan Laski 
(1499—1560), nephew of the late Primate of the same name, the Calvinists actu
ally aimed to win a position of supremacy in the state. Their moments of suc
cess came in 1565, when the King formally forbade his Starostas to enforce the 
decisions of ecclesiastical courts against the nobility in matters of faith, and in 
1573, at the Confederation of Warsaw, which was largely of their making. 
Already, however, they were beginning to moderate their pretensions. Deeply 
divided among themselves on issues of doctrine and discipline, they resigned 
themselves, like the Catholic reformers, to defending their established position 
and to propagating their views through education and publishing. 

The divisions in the Calvinist camp were present from the start, and were 
fuelled by the variegated origins of its members. Repeated attempts to devise a 
form of Confession acceptable to all, failed repeatedly. In 1555, the declaration 
of intercommunion with the Czech Brothers displeased as many as it satisfied. 
In the following year, at Pinczow, Laski's interim motion to introduce a varia
tion of Melanchthon's 'Augsburg Confession' was clearly designed to reconcile 
the irreconcilable. In 1562, at the second united Synod of Pinczow, the proposi
tions of the radicals proved repugnant to the majority. The minority then with
drew to found their own separate sects. Formally condemned from Geneva, they 
never returned to the fold. The solidarity of Polish Calvinism was broken for 
good. 

Calvinist cultural enterprises scored some notable achievements. Although 
the New Testament had already been translated into both Polish and Lithuanian 
at Konigsberg, the 'Brest Bible' published in 1565 by Mikolaj Radziwill marked 
an important milestone in the progress of the Polish vernacular. In the works of 
Mikolaj Rej (1505-69) and of Cyprian Bazylik (1535-1592), translator and hym-
nologist, the Calvinists made important contributions to the literature of the 
'Golden Age'. Their printing presses and schools were in no way confined to 
denominational activities. The original Calvinist Academy at Pinczow, known 
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as the 'Sarmatian Athens', pioneered the teaching of those secular subjects such 
as mathematics, natural sciences, history, ethics, and modern languages, for 
which all the Protestant schools were renowned. Calvinist publicists, among 
whom Francesco Stankar (1501—74), Professor of Hebrew at the Jagiellonian 
University, and Andrzej Wolan (d. 1610), Secretary to Mikolaj Radziwill, 
deserve mention, maintained a high level of scholarly excellence in the public 
disputes of their day. Calvinist patrons, among whom the Leszczynski in Poland 
and the Chodkiewicz, Sapieha, Dorohajski, Zenowicz, and Sokolinski in 
Lithuania vied with the Radziwills, gave an important stimulus to learning and 
to all the arts. 

The Polish sectarians in contrast made a unique impact on religious life not 
through the size of their membership, but through the originality of their social 
experiments and theological doctrines.19 Variously known as Arians, Anti-
trinitarians, Unitarians, Polish Brethren, Racovians, Pinchovians, Socinians, 
Samosatenians, Farnovians, Sabellians, Budneans, Theists, Ditheists, and 
Tritheists, they professed a multitude of beliefs and associations which explain 
the baffling variety of their names. They were united only by their rejection of 
the dogma of the Trinity, and by their claim to the absolute right of free thought. 
A number of 'anti-trinitarians' came together in Cracow around 1550 in 
Protestant discussion groups organized by Queen Bona's Corsican Confessor, 
Francesco Lismanino. They included Adam Pastor, a Dutchman; George 
Blandrata, Queen Bona's Piedmontese physician; and Lelio Sozzini, a refugee 
from Venice and Zurich. They were in contact with a group of Moravian 
Anabaptists who had settled in the Carpathians, and with similar congregations 
in Transylvania. In the 1550s their ideas were developed by the writings of Piotr 
z Goniaz (Gonesius, 1530—72) from Podlasia, whose 'Ditheism' expressed in De 
Filio Dei (On the Son of God, 1556), denied the existence of the Holy Spirit; by 
Grzegorz Pawel z Brzezin (1525-91), whose treatise O prawdziwej smierci. . . 
(On the reality of Death, 1564) doubted the existence of the Life Hereafter; by 
Szymon Budny (1530-93), whose 'Non-adorantism' contained in O przed-
niejszych artykulech (On the first principles of the Christian Faith, 1576) has 
been described as the most daring tract of the century; by Marcin Czechowicz 
(1532—1613) of Lublin, whose Rozmowy chrystianskie (Christian 
Conversations, 1575) preached social equality and the wickedness of private 
property; and above all by Faustio Sozzini (Socinius, 1539-1604), Lelio's 
nephew, whose treatise De Jesu Christo Servatore (On Jesus Christ, God's 
Servant, 1598) precipitated his expulsion from Cracow. The key moment 
arrived in 1569—70, when having seceded already from mainstream Calvinism, 
the sectarians refused to participate in the Compromise of Sandomierz and in 
the united Protestant front against the Counter-Reformation. Thereafter, some 
continued on their own lonely path; but many came together in the town of 
Rakow in Malopolska, where, under the protection of Michal Sienicki 
(1521—82), the 'Polish Brothers' established their celebrated commune. 
Abolishing the distinctions of rank and estate, they withdrew completely from 
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society at large, denying all allegiance to the state and observing the rules of 
manual labour, common property, absolute equality, and pacifism. Their 
renown was propagated by their Academy, which in the early seventeenth cen
tury boasted over one thousand pupils from home and abroad; by their tireless 
printing-presses; and principally by their Catechism, which ran into scores of 
editions and was translated into almost every European language. Modern 
scholars pay attention to the Polish Brethren from an interest in the prehistory 
of modern communism, but contemporaries were mainly concerned with the 
theological aspect. In the eyes of Christian Europe, whether Catholic, 
Orthodox, or Protestant, the 'Racovian Catechism' smacked strongly of blas
phemy. It must be regarded asa seminal text not merely of Unitarianism in par
ticular but of radical thought in general. In England, for example, the early Latin 
editions circulated discreetly among theologians (Moscorovius's Edition of 
1609 was dedicated to King James I). Yet the popular English edition of 1652., 
published in Amsterdam, aroused the ire even of Cromwell's Rump Parliament, 
which ordered the Sheriffs of London and Middlesex to seize all copies and to 
burn them. The eight chapters were composed in the form of Platonic dialogues, 
and the passages which seem to have given the greatest offence were those which 
dealt with the divinity of Christ: 

Interrogatio: Quid est lesus Cbristus, filius Dei? 
Responsio: Est Homo, mediator noster apud Deum* 

and with the Unity, as opposed to the Trinity, of God: 

Q. What are the things that pertain to the essence of God, and are simply necessary to 
salvation? 

A. These: that God is; that he is but one; that he is eternal; that he is perfectly just, per
fectly wise, and perfectly powerfull. 

Q. And who is this one divine Person? 
A. That one God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Q. How prove you that? 
A. By the most evident testimony of the Scripture. Thus Christ himself, John 17.3, saith 

'This is life eternall that they may know Thee (Father), the onely true God . . .' 
Q. But Christians commonly hold that not onely the Father, but also the Son and the 

Holy Spirit, are persons in One and the same Deitie. 
A. I know it well, but they are grievously mistaken, producing arguments for it out of 

Scriptures ill understood.20 

In Poland-Lithuania, the existence of the Polish (Arian) Brethren proved a 
severe test of the Republic's boast to be Europe's 'Haven of Toleration'. As the 
only sect to be specifically excluded from the terms of the Confederation of 
Warsaw, it was natural that the Arians should be the champions of religious lib
erty. It was no accident that the most vehement defence of the principle of 

* (Question: What is Jesus Christ, the Son of God? Answer: He is a Man, our mediator before 
God.) 
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Toleration — Vindiciae pro religionis libertate (Justifications for the Liberty of 
Religion, 1639) - should be written by Jan Crell (1590-1633), Rector of the 
Rakow Academy. Even so, persecution of the Arians was extremely desultory. 
Action against them by the religious authorities led only to their departure to the 
estates of some sympathetic nobleman. In 1582, when Budny was solemnly 
anathematized by the Calvinist superintendent of Malopolska, he took refuge 
with Jan Kiszka at Luck. In 1618, when the most important Arian centre in 
Lithuania at Nowogrodek was closed by royal decree, its members were taken 
in by Rafael Kos (1590-1633); and even in 1638, when Rakow was closed on 
order of the Sejm after some of its students had ill-advisedly demolished a way
side cross in the vicinity, the Polish Brethren continued their mission elsewhere 
in the Republic. 

In these circumstances, it was rare indeed that anyone should have paid for 
their faith with their life. The young Italian, Francus de Franco (1585-1611), 
executed in Wilno in 1611 on a charge of blasphemy was one exception; and 
Ivan Tyshkovitch who suffered the same fate in Warsaw in the same year, was 
another. Tyshkovitch was a citizen of Bielsk in Podlasie, a town belonging at 
that time to the Queen, Constance of Austria. He was an Arian, a Ruthenian by 
nationality, and apparently the victim of a local vendetta. He came from a pros
perous merchant family, and had recently been appointed municipal tax-
collector. The local worthies started an enquiry into his affairs only when they 
heard that he planned to build an Arian temple in the town; and they found a 
pretext in the fact that his appointment as tax-collector had been made without 
the administration of the required oath. According to witnesses present at the 
interrogation, Tyshkovitch stated that he did not recognize the Trinity, and did 
not know what it was, since it was not mentioned in Holy Scripture, but that 
he recognized One God. In the magistrates' record, the clerk reported him as 
saying that 'the Trinity is not God' and that 'he did not know what it was, man 
or woman'. On appeal to the Crown Tribunal at Lublin, the magistrates' pro
ceedings were declared improper. But the case was revived by an attack against 
the court-house at Bielsk, launched by a band of Tyshkovitch's armed sympa
thizers, both Catholics and Arians. This time, the attack was referred to the 
Queen's private court, where the mayor of Bielsk, using blatantly falsified evid
ence, turned the verdict against him. In September, the Marshal of the Sejm in 
Warsaw gave a personal assurance that Tyshkovitch would obtain satisfaction. 
Yet again on 7 October 1611 in the Assessorial Court in Warsaw, he was con
demned to a 500 groszy fine, and to confiscation and banishment. He preferred 
to fight on. Unfortunately, and despite another unfavourable court action in 
which he faced the death penalty, he obstinately remained in the capital. 
Released on bail, he was arrested at the gates of the Royal Castle when he came 
in person to learn the final verdict. By order of the Queen, the death sentence 
was confirmed. On Friday, 16 December 1611, in the Old Square, Tyshkovitch 
was executed in public. First his tongue was excised, as a mark of blasphemy. 
Then his body was sawn in two, as a mark of rebellion. Next, his arms and legs 
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were severed as a mark of desecration. Lastly, for the good of his everlasting 
soul, his remains were burned.21 

The Czech Brethren followed a course which in many ways paralleled that of 
their Polish counterparts. Persecuted in the Habsburg lands from the mid-
sixteenth century onwards, they looked to the Hussite tradition and to the 
preservation of Czech culture. Their original settlement established at Leszno in 
Wielkopolska in 1550, received an influx of several hundred families from 
nearby Moravia on the outbreak there of the Thirty Years War. In 1628 it gave 
shelter to the celebrated pedagogue, Jan Amos Komensky (Comenius, 
1592-1671), who, on becoming Rector of the Leszno Academy, proceeded to 
raise it to a scholarly centre of continental excellence. Variously known as the 
Unitas Fratrum or Polska Jednota (Union of Czech Brethren in Poland), and 
later as the 'Moravian Church', the Czech Brethren avoided Unitarian doc
trines, and in this way were able to enjoy the fruits of intercommunion not only 
with the local Calvinists but also with Prostestant churches abroad, including 
the Church of England. At the same time, they shared many of the plebian and 
radical social views of the Polish Arians, and in the 1650s shared their expulsion. 
In 1656, the citizens of Leszno were suspected of voluntary collaboration with 
the Swedes, and the town was burned by the Polish Army having refused to sur
render its Swedish garrison. Komensky, accompanied by many of his associates, 
emigrated to Holland. Even so, the religious community, survived in straitened 
circumstances. The Academy was rebuilt in 1662 by English subscription, only 
to be burned for a second time by the Russians in 1707. Its special Protestant 
connections were lost when its patron, Stanislaw Leszczynski, was converted to 
Catholicism, and sold his estates to the Sulkowski family; but it remained as a 
centre of Polish education until 1824.22 

The British connections of the Polish Reformation have caused frequent com
ment, and not a little surprise. The career of Jan Laski, in particular, has been the 
subject of several learned studies. As 'John O'Lasco', he served as minister to the 
Protestant Strangers' Church at the Austin Friars in London in the reign of 
Edward VI, and exerted a definite influence on the formulation of the Book of 
Common Prayer. Other contacts are less well publicized. Shortly before Laski's 
departure, in 1553, an unknown Pole in London produced the earliest tract in 
Polish to be published in England - Rzecz Pana Jana Ksyczecia Nortumberskiego, 
being a translation of the recantation on the gallows of John Dudley, Duke of 
Northumberland, the father-in-law of Lady Jane Grey. In addition to the usual 
stream of incidental travellers, there were Poles, including Boguslaw Leszczynski 
in 1633 and Daniel Ernest Jablonski (Figulus, 1660-1741), Komensky's grandson 
in 1680-3, who chose to study at Oxford for religious reasons. Similarly, 
Poland-Lithuania sheltered a number of exiles from Great Britain. In the reign of 
Queen Elizabeth, Catherine Brandon, Duchess of Suffolk, and her husband, 
Richard Bertie, found a home with the Radziwills at Nieswiez. In the early 
seventeenth century, large numbers of Scots settled in the Republic. The Catholics 
among them gravitated to episcopal cities such as Chelmno, where their 
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tombstones and memorials can be seen to this day; the Protestants made either for 
Danzig or Thorn, or for Calvinist centres such as Stuck or Kejdany in Lithuania. 
One Scottish immigrant, John Johnstone (1603-75), born at Samter (Samotuly) in 
Wielkopolska, was educated at Leszno before proceeding to further medical stu
dies at Leyden, St. Andrews, and Cambridge. In that same period, there were 
English pupils, such as Thomas Segeth, at Rakow. In the words of Professor Kot, 
'Anglo-Polish cultural relations were neither numerous nor lasting, but they did 
have their curious and important moments.'23 

The German cities of the Republic harboured a number of specifically 
German sects. There were Anabaptists from Munster who settled in Danzig, 
Elbing, Braunsberg, and Marienwerder; and there was a smattering of 
Schwenkfeldians - the Quakerish followers of Caspar von Schwenkfeld 
(1490-1561) of Ossig in Silesia - who took refuge in Wielkopolska. 

The Armenians were largely confined to the district of Red Ruthenia, descen
dants of an ancient commercial community. Their Armenian Catholic cathedral 
in Lwow dated from the fifteenth century.24 

The Muslims of the Republic derived mainly from Tartar settlements on the 
western confines of the Grand Duchy. The first waves of immigration occurred 
in Jagiellonian times, and another in 1658 after the campaigns against Prussia. 
Although the Muslims did not attend the Sejm, they enjoyed the full military 
rights of the szlachta and continued to serve in the ranks of all Polish armies 
until the Second World War. In 16x6, when there were over one hundred 
mosques in the Republic, an attempt was made by the Catholic bishops to 
catholicize the children of mixed marriages; but in general they were left to their 
own devices. In 1939, there were sixteen mosques in Poland. A residual element 
still lives to this day in the area of Bialystok.25 

Compared to the Orthodox and the Protestants, the Jewish community lived 
in relative peace and quiet. The Jews were protected by the most ancient char
ters of religious liberty; and, so long as they observed strict religious segrega
tion, they were not disturbed by attempts to convert them. The Roman 
authorities were happy enough to receive Jewish converts to Catholicism, of 
course; but the profession of Judaism was never an offence in itself, except for 
Christian apostates. One of the very few cases in which a woman, Barbara 
Weiglowa, in 1539, was burned at the stake in Cracow for heresy, seems to have 
been occasioned not, as was once supposed, by her attachment to witchcraft or 
to Lutheranism, but by her return to Judaism in rejection of her earlier conver
sion to Christianity. There were occasional riots against the Jews, provoked by 
the time-honoured blood-libel. In the worst such incident, in Cracow in 1637, 
some eight Jews lost their lives. In 1667, a Jewish pharmacist, R. Matathia, was 
burned in Cracow for blasphemy. In general, however, the Jews stayed aloof 
from the squabbles of the Gentiles, having plenty of rich religious arguments, 
sects, and squabbles of their own.26 

Of all the Jewish sects of the Republic, the Karaites possessed the longest 
ancestry. Established in the eighth century among the Jews of the Orient, they 
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were brought to Lithuania from the Crimea in the fifteenth century by Grand 
Duke Witold, and settled at Troki, which remained their headquarters there
after. In doctrinal matters, they adopted a fundamentalist position, admitting a 
literal interpretation of the Old Testament as their sole source of revelation. 
They derived many of their practices from Islam, and from Islamic attitudes to 
the Koran. In the Reformation period, they shared their interest in textual crit
icism of the Bible with the more radical Protestant sects. Interestingly enough, it 
was the biblical studies of the Polish anti-trinitarians which provided their most 
famous luminary, Isaac ben Abraham of Troki (1525-86), with his principal 
inspiration. Troki, in fact, was a natural laboratory for religious cross-
fertilization. The Karaite kenessah nestled on the shore of the lake alongside a 
Tartar mosque, a Catholic church, and a Uniate monastery. The anti-
trinitarians began to arrive in the 1570s. They included a group, scathingly 
described as 'uncircumcised Jews', who adopted the ritual practices of Mosaic 
Law. In 1582, they were joined by Szymon Budny, who has been called 'the best 
Hebrew scholar of the century', and whose Greek and Hebrew annotations to 
his translation of the New Testament, published at Nieswiez in 1572, proved a 
sensation for Jewish and Christian scholars alike. During this period, Isaac ben 
Abraham followed the disputes between Budny and Czechowicz on the validity 
of the Scriptures with intense, professional interest; and painstakingly compiled 
their arguments for purposes of his own. Whereas the anti-trinitarians were 
attacking the conventional Christian views in order to show that Jesus Christ 
was the natural fulfilment of the prophecies of the Old Testament, the Karaite 
sage now proceeded to draw the opposite conclusions from the same points. His 
life's work, the Hizzuq Emunah, the 'Fortress of Faith', was designed to refute 
the basic claims of Christianity, and to protect the Karaites from doctrinal con
tamination. Its historical arguments were based almost entirely on Bielski's 
Chronicles; its theological arguments were justified by a detailed comparison of 
the texts of the Brest Bible, of Budny's annotations, and of the Cracow Bible of 
1575, which was a Polish Catholic translation of the Latin Vulgate. It was pub
lished posthumously, in Italy in 1585, by the author's disciple, Joseph ben 
Mordecai ha-Qodesh Malinowski. In its own day, this Polish-Hebrew theolog
ical cocktail passed virtually unnoticed in the outside world; but with time it fer
mented into a mixture of explosive proportions. Translated into Latin in 1681, 
and later into French and English, it provided the very ammunition which later 
generations of humanist scholars had long needed to blast the bastions of obscu
rantism of the established Christian churches. It was exploited at length by 
Voltaire, by the Encyclopedists in France, and by the Deists in England, and can 
thus be regarded as a seminal text of the European Enlightenment and of 
Tom Paine's Age of Reason. By that time, the Karaites of Lithuania had 
amassed a rich literary tradition. Incorporated into the Russian Empire at the 
Second Partition, they were encouraged by the Tsarist Government as a means 
of dividing the unity of Judaism, and they continued to flourish into recent 
times.27 
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In the course of the eighteenth century, however, Jewish sectarianism was 
proliferating of its own accord. First came the Sabbateists; next the Hassidim; 
and lastly, the Frankists. 

The Sabbateists were followers of the 'pseudo-Messiah', Sabbataj Cebi or 
Zevi, who had died in Albania in 1676. In the Republic, they won over a num
ber of adherents in the towns of the south-east, on the Turkish frontier. 

The Hassidim, in contrast, launched a mass movement which was destined to 
capture the allegiance of almost half of Europe's Jews. Their founder, Israel ben 
Eliezer, 'Baal Shem Tob' (1700-60), commonly known as 'BeShT', started his 
career as a faith-healer at Miedzyboz in Podolia in the 1740s. Having gained 
widespread celebrity, he then proceeded to denounce not just the doctrines, but 
in particular the spirit and formalism of orthodox Rabbinism. Like Luther in the 
Christian world, he stressed the 'omnipresence of God' and showed how ordin
ary people could commune directly with their maker, bypassing both the medi
ation of the rabbinate and the necessity for abstruse Talmudic learning. His 
revivalist fervour struck a note of hope amongst the growing despair of the 
poverty-stricken and illiterate masses of the Jewish proletariat, and made the 
pedantry and elitism of the rabbis look ridiculous. In this sense, he may also be 
compared to his contemporary in England, John Wesley, the founder of 
Methodism. In due course, his followers broke with orthodox Judaism alto
gether, and formed their separate congregations, each with its own zaddik or 
'prayer-leader'. BeShT himself wrote little of importance; but his teachings were 
preserved and propagated by his two chief apostles, Dob Baer (1710-72), the 
Maggid or 'Great Preacher' of Miedzyrzecz (Mezeritz), and Jacob Joseph 
ha-Cohen (d. 1769) of Polonnoe. Towards the end of the century, when the 
ecstatic and spiritualist aspects of Hassidism seemed to some to be running out 
of control, a rational wing of the movement came into being. Known as 
'HaBaD' - from the Hebrew acrostic for Wisdom - Understanding - Knowledge 
- it was launched by Shneor Zalman ben Baruch (1747-1812), who sought to 
give the Hassidim a stronger intellectual basis. By this step, the fury and resent
ment of the orthodox rabbinical authorities were raised to new heights. Ever 
since the suspension of Jewish autonomy in 1764, they had been unable to co
ordinate any policy of defence against the tidal wave of Hassidism. Their arrest 
and excommunication of Hassidic leaders in Wilno in 1772 had only served to 
discredit themselves. In 1797, when they denounced Zalman to the Tsarist 
police, they widened existing divisions still further. Zalman, like many a revo
lutionary before and after, was cast into the Petropavlovsky Fortress in St. 
Petersburg, and transformed into a martyr. The stage was set for the long strug
gle between the Hassidim and their orthodox 'Opponents', the Mitnaggedim, 
which raged in Polish Jewry throughout the nineteenth century.28 

To modern eyes, the Frankists appear the most exotic of all. Jankiel 
Lejbowicz (1727-91), later known as Jakub Frank, ran one of the most success
ful religious frauds in modern history. He was born at Korolowka in Podolia, 
and spent most of his early life in Turkey, at Salonika and Smyrna, as a travel-
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ling merchant-preacher. He seems to have followed the practices of the 
Sabbateists, complementing the theology of the Talmud with Zoarist jargon 
and financial wizardry. In 1754, he claimed to have been converted to Islam, 
thereby imitating his 'Master', Sabbataj Cebi, who ninety years before had 
appeased the Ottoman authorities by exactly the same step. In the following 
year he returned to his native Podolia, and soon attracted a host of disciples 
from the teeming ghettos of the borders. The orthodox Jewish authorities were 
outraged. One winter's night in 1756, they hastened to the Bishop of Kamieniec 
having surprised the Frankists inflagrante. They had broken into a novices' 
prayer meeting in the village of Lanckorona, and, in the words of the Bishop's 
report, had discovered a scene of gross debauchery: 'cantilenas impias, altas ac 
tripudia devotionibus intermiscentes, carnales commistiones distinctis cum 
uxuribus, consanguineis, imo et affinibus suis, Mosaicae renuntiando legi pub-
lice perpetraverint.'29 It was the beginning of a scandal which reached the very 
highest circles of the Republic. Frank, having instructed his followers to pro
claim the validity of Catholic teaching on the Trinity and the errors of the 
Talmud, took refuge across the border. Meanwhile, his supporters were 
released from arrest by the Bishop, who foresaw the prospect of a sensational 
conversion. A public disputation between the Frankists and the Talmudists, and 
a test case in the consistory court, led to open conflict. The public executioner 
was ordered to burn all the Talmudic books in the diocese. The orthodox 
Jewish elements replied with violence. The Frankists were attacked in the 
streets, and were shorn of half their beards as a sign of heresy. Appeals by 
Baruch Jawan, Jewish aide of the chief Minister, Bruhl, in Warsaw, produced a 
royal decree to end the disturbances. In January 1759, when Frank recrossed the 
Dniester into the Republic with twelve apostles, he returned as a conquering 
Messiah. He staged another disputation against the Talmudists in the Cathedral 
of Lwow, which he was adjudged to have won six points to nil, with one point 
drawn. He then requested Christian baptism for himself and all his sect. At one 
of the mass christenings which followed, his godparents included the Uniate 
Archbishop of Lwow, the Countess Bruhl, and several eastern magnates. At a 
second christening in Warsaw, the King-Elector himself agreed to be godfather. 
Whereupon, a stream of denunciations led to Frank's arrest. Under torture in 
the Bernardine cloister in Warsaw, he confessed to charges relating to 
polygamy, embezzlement, and impersonation of the Messiah. In deference to 
the King, he was incarcerated in the monastery of Czestochowa. But he was far 
from finished. In 1767, when Russian forces invaded the Republic, Frank offered 
to turn to Orthodoxy and was released from prison by Suvorov. Fleeing to 
Austria in 1772, he caused a stir by setting his daughter Eva, his chosen succes
sor, to seduce Joseph II. He finally settled at Oberrad near Frankfurt-am-Main, 
where he bought a castle, and where, as 'Baron von Frank, Prinz von Polen', he 
lived in a fairy-tale world of barred gates, spies, and chemical experiments. 
Surrounded by a guard of one thousand hussars dressed in diamond-studded 
uniforms, he rode to Mass at the parish church of Burgel in a gilded coach. His 
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funeral, on 12 December 1791, resplendent in eastern splendour and Polish cos
tumes, was the last act of a supreme impresario, the perfect charlatan. 

Throughout these thirty years, Frank's followers in the Republic remained 
unwaveringly faithful. They developed an amazing cult which they called 'Das' 
(It), and produced the extraordinary 'Balamutna Bible' - a mystical fantasy 
filled with animal symbolism, with stories of treasure hidden in mythical caves, 
and with dreams of a chosen land conquered by their legions to the greater glory 
of the 'Sennor Santo', 'Der Heiliger Herr', their absolute master. In the 1760s 
they were baptized into the Catholic Church in large numbers. At the 
Coronation Sejm of 1764, they established their claim, as converts to 
Catholicism, to qualify for certificates of nobility - which they bought at 500 
ducats a head. Most amazingly, they continued to subsidize their master at 
Oberrad. It has been calculated, no doubt with some degree of exaggeration, 
that 24,000 believers, of whom one-quarter lived in Warsaw, subscribed on 
average 4.5 million zt. per year. This sum was larger than the income of the 
state, and is indicative of the excesses of sectarianism in a supposedly Catholic 
country. 

In comparison to the troubles caused by religious differences, witchcraft and 
witch-hunting gave rise to more human misery, and more persecution of inno
cents, than everything else combined. As elsewhere in Europe, the distinctions 
between blasphemy, heresy, sorcery, and necromancy were not always clear, 
and their supposed practitioners could expect no charity. In the Republic, the 
craze for witch-hunting reached its height in Mazovia in the first quarter of the 
eighteenth century. But isolated incidents occurred over three hundred years. 
Suspicions of witchcraft in tiny rural communities were usually aroused by 
natural disasters, by plague, drought, or crop failure, or simply by neighbourly 
spite. Charges of sorcery invariably snowballed, as one woman under invest
igation would denounce her acquaintances in desperate attempts to exonerate 
herself. In the seventeenth century, there are instances of unscrupulous noble
men employing teams of witches as instruments of private warfare. The duck
ing-stool formed part of the essential equipment of every village, and torture 
was a normal ingredient of most examinations. Naked; shaved above and 
below; anointed with holy oil; and suspended from the ceiling, lest by touch
ing the ground she should summon the Devil to her aid, the miserable suspect 
was examined by the magistrates, who fortified themselves with alcohol and 
urged her to confess. Two such unfortunates among thousands were Dorota 
Siedlikowa and her 'accomplice', interrogated at Kalisz in 1612. Dorota was 
suspected of curdling her neighbour's beer, and had been overheard by her 
stepfather to say: 'By the power of the Virgin, and the help of the Saints, may 
all such evil people be overturned, and good people take their place, in 
the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.' Her accomplice, who had 
claimed that she was not with Dorota on the day in question, was duly put on 
the rack: 
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Ligata nihil voluit fateri jednom chorzi ludzi omywala ziotkami... (Having been bound, 
she was willing to say nothing except that she had sometimes bathed sick people with 
herbs); 
Tracta . . . (Having been racked, she said she was not with her, and was innocent, God 
knows . . .); 
Usta candellis ... (Burned with the candles, she said nothing, only that she was innocent); 
Spuszczona . . . (Having been lowered, she said that she was innocent to Almighty God 
in the Trinity); 
Remissa et iterum in terra sedens usta candellis . . . (Replaced; then again burned with 
candles as she sat on the ground, '. . . Ach! ach! ach! For God's sake, she did go with 
Dorota and the miller's wife to Mrs. Wysocki.') Thereafter the confessions agreed 
with those of Dorota.30 

In the sixteenth century, only 4 per cent of those charged with witchcraft were 
actually burned. In the seventeenth century, this figure rose to 46 per cent, and 
in 1700-25 to 50 per cent. The total number of victims has been calculated as 
20,000 in Silesia, and 10,000 in the Kingdom of Poland. Their sufferings did not 
come to an end until the royal decree of 1776. 

By the end of the eighteenth century, the religious scene in Poland-Lithuania 
was considerably altered. In 1569, at the Union of Lublin, the Roman Catholic 
establishment had commanded a dominant minority in a population of multi
farious denominational allegiances. In 1791, on the eve of the final Partitions, it 
commanded a clear majority. The Lutherans, Orthodox, and Arians had virtu
ally been eliminated, the Uniates reduced, the Calvinists decimated. Only the 
Jews had matched the Catholics in both their absolute and their relative 
increase. (See Diagram G(b), p. 127.) 

This 'Triumph of the Counter-Reformation' in Poland is sometimes cited as 
the only instance of a country where the Roman Catholic Church successfully 
attacked and reversed the gains of the Reformation. Yet the Roman Triumph is 
a deceptive, not to say an illusory phenomenon; and is largely attributable to 
arbitrary or external factors. In the northern provinces, for example, the 
Lutherans were never reconverted to Rome. They dropped out of the reckoning 
by virtue of the frontier changes of the Partitions, which left them in the expand
ing Kingdom of Prussia. In the East, the Orthodox were advancing at the 
expense of the Uniates. They only disappeared from the Polish purview, when 
they were incorporated into Russia. In both these areas the Roman allegiance 
had actually diminished. It had only increased in real terms in relation to the 
Calvinists and Arians. Yet in this regard, the foreign enemies of the Republic 
achieved drastic results of a kind which the Jesuits could never emulate. At the 
time of the Swedish Wars, by openly championing the Protestant cause, the 
Swedes inevitably pushed their Polish co-religionists under a cloud of political 
suspicion, and obliged large numbers of the Calvinist and Arian nobility to turn 
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to Catholicism as proof of their patriotism. In those same fateful years, the 
Muscovite Army systematically attacked the Protestants of Lithuania with brute 
force. Chmielnicki's Cossacks treated Protestants to the same violence that 
marked their treatment of noblemen and Jews. In 1648-9, the number of active 
Protestant communities in the Grand Duchy was reduced from 140 to 45. In this 
way, the work of the Counter-Reformers was actually performed by its oppo
nents. 

Even so, it cannot be denied that the massive solidity of the Catholic Church 
far outweighed all ephemeral Protestant rivals. Polish Calvinism was associated 
from the start with feudal privilege, and never penetrated the peasantry. It could 
not compete with Lutheranism for the loyalty of the diminutive Christian bour
geoisie. Polish Arianism, too, was an intellectual and a political rather than a 
popular pursuit, and could not in its very nature appeal to the illiterate masses. 
In the event, the Calvinists and Arians mounted but a lightweight challenge to 
the Catholic supremacy. They never captured the machinery of the state; they 
never loosened the grip of the hierarchy on the populace at large; they never 
formed a consolidated front with the Orthodox, Uniates, Lutherans, and Jews. 
Oddly enough, their initial success was undermined by that very principle of 
Toleration which they themselves had erected. Once the terms of the 
Confederation of Warsaw were enshrined in the constitution, the Protestants 
had no further cause to protest. They could practise their religion as they 
wished, but could extract no significant political or social advantage by so 
doing. They denied themselves the likelihood of advancement at Court, and the 
company of their Catholic neighbours, without any hope of worldly reward. In 
other words, they lacked the stimulus of persecution. As a result, their numbers 
were slowly but surely eroded over six or seven decades. The two generations of 
noblemen who took to the reformed doctrines with such alacrity in the second 
half of the sixteenth century were dying out by the middle of the seventeenth. As 
often as not, their sons and grandsons returned unostentatiously to the Catholic 
fold. The edicts of limitation directed against the Arians in 1658, and against all 
Protestants in 1718 formally terminated a process which to all intents and pur
poses was already complete. 

Even a cursory survey of the religious life of the Republic, therefore, would 
seem to prompt some controversial conclusions. In the first place, neither 
Poland nor Lithuania could fairly claim in this period to be Catholic countries 
on the monolithic scale of Spain or Italy. The myths of Poland's undivided 
Catholicity can only have been coined by the apologists of a Church whose 
supremacy was constantly disturbed, either by internal dissent or by external 
force. 

Secondly, the spirit of tolerance was as rare a virtue as elsewhere. In the Age 
of Faith, Catholics and Protestants, Orthodox and Uniates, Talmudists and 
anti-Talmudists, and presumably Armenians and Muslims as well, almost 
everyone in fact, believed that their own particular doctrine pointed the sole 
way to eternal salvation. Each of the denominations was as intolerant of its 
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neighbours as it was frightened by deviations among its co-religionists. Fierce 
punishments for religious offences were generally thought to be right and 
proper. Kings such as Zygmunt-August and Wladyslaw IV set clear examples of 
tolerance. Yet the advocates of freedom of conscience were few, whilst the ranks 
of the devotees were many. For every single reader of Crell or Lawrynowicz, 
there were thousands who agreed with the Jesuit Skarga in blaming the ills of 
the Republic on 'the abominable vice of tolerance'. 

Lastly, it would seem that Toleration, as distinct from tolerance, did prevail. 
In a state which possessed no strong central executive authority, and where the 
ecclesiastical courts could not enforce their rulings, religious uniformity could 
not be imposed. The nobility believed what they wished, and protected whom 
they liked. The bourgeoisie and the Jews were secure within the framework of 
their autonomous estates. No one could overturn the Catholic establishment, 
and no one could realize its absolute pretensions. The Republic was indeed a 
'land without bonfires'. There were no campaigns of forced conversion; no reli
gious wars; no autos-da-fe; no St. Bartholomew's Eve; no Thomas or Oliver 
Cromwell. The limitations which in time were applied to the Confederation of 
Warsaw were trivial in comparison to the horrors which occurred in most other 
European countries. The Polish 'Anarchy', and the 'Golden Freedom' of the 
nobility, proved an obstruction to efficient government and to religious fanati
cism alike. 
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SZLACHTA: 

The Nobleman's Paradise 

By the time of the Union of Lublin, the social order had settled firmly into a sys
tem of estates. Four such estates - the Clergy, the Nobility, the Burghers, and 
the Jews - enjoyed a wide measure of corporate autonomy. Each exercised full 
jurisdiction over its members in all those matters which did not infringe the priv
ileges of other estates or the prerogatives of the Crown. The fifth estate - the 
Peasantry - had lost much of its former independence and, with the exception 
of a small sector of free peasant farmers, was largely subordinated to the con
trol of the Crown, the Church, or the Nobility. Both from the constitutional and 
from the social point of view, there is a case for regarding the Crown and its 
dependants as a separate estate on its own. (See Diagram H(a).) 

It must be stressed at the outset that the social estates of the early modern 
period - in Latin status, in Polish Stan—were based on different criteria from 
those which characterize the main social groups of later centuries. In particular, 
they can not be equated with the socio-economic classes with which they are so 
frequently confused. The social estates were defined neither by their relationship 
to the means of production nor indeed by any other measure of their wealth, 
income, or economic position, but rather by their intended function within soci
ety as expressed in exclusive legal rights and privileges. It is a parody perhaps to 
hold that medieval social theory intended the Crown to rule, the clergyman to 
pray, and nobleman to fight, the burgher to trade, the Jew to be a Jew, and the 
peasant to till the fields; but it is certain that some such assumption lay behind 
the law-making which had created the estates in the fourteenth, fifteenth, and 
sixteenth centuries. Economic differences did exist, of course, and exerted a 
powerful influence on social life; but they existed as much within each of the 
estates as between them, and they played a much smaller part in the perceptions 
of contemporaries than of present-day ideologists and social scientists. A land
less noble family, for example, might well have sustained an existence which by 
any economic yardstick was indistinguishable from, or even inferior to, that of 
their peasant neighbours; but their poverty in no way impaired the fiscal, legal, 
and political privileges to which their inherited noble status entitled them. 
Similarly, a prosperous Jewish family might easily exceed many of its Gentile 
neighbours in wealth and affluence; but nothing short of conversion to 
Christianity could gain them access to the ranks of the Burghers or of the 
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Diagram H. The Social Estates of Poland-Lithuania 
a) 16th Century b) in 1791 (after Korzon) 
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Nobility. Membership of the estates was largely hereditary. Social mobility 
between the estates was fraught with obstacles. Economics counted for less than 
the law, heredity, and custom. Indeed, socio-economic classes could not possi
bly come into being until the legal framework of the former social estates had 
been dismantled. 

Contemporary observers had never heard of class analysis. During the cur
rency of the Republic of Poland-Lithuania, neither 'Feudalism' nor 'Class' had 
yet been invented. Contemporary descriptions were habitually based on tradi
tional functional or legal criteria. Martin Kromer, the historian, was content to 
write that people were divided into clergy and laity, and the laity into noble and 
ignoble. One of the few exercises which required a more detailed breakdown 
was undertaken by officials of the Royal Treasury for the purpose of assessing 
the poll-tax. In 1520, for example, the Capitation Register listed forty-nine 
social categories grouped by estates under the main headings of Crown, Clergy, 
Nobility, Rural population, City population, and Jews. (See Diagram la.) In 
this, it is interesting to note that the clerical estate was judged to include all aca
demic personnel and students as well as all ecclesiastical serfs and servants; the 
noble estate was assumed to include most of the inhabitants of the nobility's 
landed possessions; the burgher estate included all these peasants who lived on 
municipal land or who otherwise had achieved municipal rights. In this case, 
therefore, the so-called Rural Population was confined to those few elements of 
the peasantry, such as village headmen, manorial craftsmen, hired labourers, or 
the independent farmers who were free from serfdom.1 

Generally speaking, the number of people whose assignment to one of the main 
social estates could not have been determined, was very small. Members of cer
tain professions such as the doctors and lawyers, or the reformed clergy; of cer
tain specialized communities such as the miners, or of various religious minorities 
such as the Armenians or Muslim Tartars, could not be easily categorized. If in 
doubt, contemporary jurists would probably have examined their legal privileges 
in detail and might well have consigned them to separate, independent estates. 

For reasons best known to themselves, modern scholars often reject contem
porary practice, and invent new social groupings to meet the requirements of 
their scientific preconceptions. An analyst intent on reconstructing 'social-
property structures', for instance, takes the estate-based categories of the 
Capitation Registers mentioned above, and rearranges them into eight new tax 
brackets. In this scheme, the top place in sixteenth-century society is taken by 
the Archbishop of Gniezno, whose poll-tax assessment stood at 600 z l , and the 
bottom place by the labourers, students, and apprentices, who, at 1/2 groszy per 
head, were required to pay thirty-six thousand times less. (See Diagram lb.) This 
sort of exercise is extremely interesting. For analysts who believe economic rela
tionships to be the driving force of social life, it is absolutely vital. It has the dis
advantage of being essentially unhistorical.2 

Among the autonomous estates, the Clergy possessed the longest history. The 
jurisdiction of the Roman Catholic, Uniate, and Orthodox churches extended 
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Diagram I. Social Groups in the Sixteenth Century 
a) Accoring to the Poll-tax of 1520 

b) Tax Brackets, (after A. Wyczanski) 

over all their members in holy orders as well as over their lands and properties. 
The numerous and frequently poverty-striken lower clergy were subject to the 
ecclesiastical hierarchy, and in some cases to the noble patrons of their 
benefices. 

The Burghers traced their origins to the medieval incorporation of cities. 
Their royal charters guaranteed them control of municipal self-government 
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within the bounds of their jurisdiction. Their commerical activities were gov
erned by the guilds and confraternities. After the sixteenth century, when the 
cities' former prosperity declined, an urban proletariat devoid of full civic rights 
multiplied rapidly. (See Chapter 9.) The foundations of the Jewish estate were 
laid in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, although the institutions of 
Jewish autonomy were not fully developed until the mid-sixteenth century. 
Their rivalry with the Burghers, and their alliance with the Nobility, remained 
constant. 

The Peasantry, of course, represented by far the most numerous estate, 
accounting for perhaps 60 per cent of the population in 1569. Given that a con
siderable proportion of the people enjoying the legal rights of burghers actu
ally lived as peasants, this percentage might be raised accordingly. Although 
the process of enserfment was far advanced, there always remained both a 
class of hired labourers, and in certain districts a sturdy class of free peasant 
farmers. 

The szlachta or 'nobility',* therefore, whilst inventing the most fanciful leg
ends of its ancient origins, was in fact the most recent estate to emerge. In the 
sixteenth century, they were still perfecting the laws and institutions which were 
to characterize their supremacy in the subsequent period. Yet no one could seri
ously dispute the fact that in the lifetime of the Polish-Lithuanian Republic its 
members played a preponderant role in political, social, and cultural life. It 
organized the state in its own interest, and harnessed the other elements of soci
ety to its own purposes. If, as a result of religious toleration, Poland-Lithuania 
was sometimes dubbed 'The Paradise of the Jews', it might better deserve the 
label 'The Paradise of the Nobility'. Its critics added that this implied Purgatory 
for the Burghers, and Hell for the Peasants. 

* As usual in social history, terminology presents a serious problem. As often as not, local 
terms refer to specific local conditions, and are not translatable. In Polish historiography, 
the term szlachta itself is much used, and much abused. Even among those historians who 
weigh their words with discrimination, usages and translations differ considerably in 
accordance with varying criteria. Many modern historians insist on the antithesis of 
szlachta: magnateria, whereby the szlachta becomes 'the mass of the nobility', as opposed 
to a 'magnatial oligarchy' distinguished by disproportionate power and wealth. Anglo-
Saxon historians, beguiled perhaps by the English distinction between 'gentleman' and 
'peer', have tended to concur in this fashion, and szlachta is habitually translated as 'gen
try'. However, it is important to stress that the Polish Nobility was not divided into separ
ate legal sub-categories as in England or Germany, and that the term szlachta referred to 
the whole of the Noble Estate, not just to part of it. It was not characterized by socio
economic criteria, but by its corporate privileges and obligations, and by the body of law 
and tradition which controlled them. It certainly did not exclude the magnates. For the sake 
of precision, therefore, it is essential that szlachta should be translated as 'Nobility', szlach-
cic as 'nobleman', and Stan szlachecki as 'the noble estate'.3 



THE NOBLEMAN'S PARADISE 161 

To say that the origins of the Polish Nobility are clouded in mystery is some
thing of an understatement. They are extremely obscure. Scholars infer that 
some time in the early medieval period the Nobility emerged from preceding 
forms of social elite. But this is no great discovery, since detailed information on 
the earlier rycerstwo or 'knighthood' is equally meagre, and neither the 
timetable nor the manner of the emergence can be properly documented. By the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries when some awareness of the exclusive 
nature of the noble estate was felt, the best that chroniclers could do was to trace 
its origin to Noah, to Julius Caesar, or to Alexander the Great. Most noblemen 
in Poland and Lithuania claimed only to belong to the szlachta odwieczna, 'the 
immemorial nobility'. This meant that all certain knowledge of their origins had 
long since been lost.4 

The name szlacbta (pronounced shlakh-ta) has been the subject of consider
able dispute. It derives from the Old Low German slahta, which is etymologi-
cally associated with the modern German words schlagen (to strike, fight, 
cleave, breed) and Geschlecht (sex, species, family, race). It came into Polish via 
the Czech slebta (nobility), together with all the basic vocabulary of the 
medieval polity - pan (lord, person with jurisdiction); krol (King = Karol = 
Charlemagne); sejm (diet, or assembly); obywatel (citizen or 'resident'); herb 
(inheritance, heraldic device, coat of arms). However, it is all but impossible to 
determine either the exact context in which this German-Czech terminology 
was introduced or the exact point when its later usage was stabilized. Today, 
many experts would consider that the supremacy of the hereditary principle, or 
rodowitosc as Bruckner called it, which put the szlacbta beyond the reach of 
rulers and princes, and which gave them inviolable, exclusive status for all time, 
was not finally secured until the reign of Casimir the Great (1310-70). At all 
events, szlacbta neatly combines the two senses of 'high birth' and 'military 
prowess' which together constitute the original ingredients of medieval nobil
ity.5 

In the absence of definite information, studies on the origins of the Nobility 
have long been characterized by a number of doubtful hypotheses. One such 
theory explored the possibility of a prehistoric, alien invasion. Fired by the 
desire to forge an analogy with the Norman Conquest in England, or with the 
Varangians in Russia, it found little confirmation in fact.6 Another related 
theory, which stressed the role of the 'clans', enjoyed considerable respectabil
ity throughout the nineteenth century. It was first developed by scholars whose 
main interest had been in Germanic folklore, and was later applied to Slav and 
Polish history. Its basic idea held that both state and society were formed by the 
amalgamation of numerous related clans hitherto living in natural freedom. It 
suggested that the early Slav rulers, including the Piast princes, were no more 
than tribal chiefs (starosta rodowy) or overlords of the clans (nadpatriarch) and 
that the nobility was descended from pure ethnic stock whilst the lower estates 
had intermingled with slaves, prisoners, and aliens. Attempts were made to 
relate the szlachta not only to a Germanic 'Geschlechtsverband' and the Balkan 
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'extended family' or zadruga, but even to the Brehon Laws of Ireland and the 
Highland clans of Scotland.7 

The theory of clans found considerable support from the specific features of 
Polish heraldry. In Poland, coats of arms were never provided for individual per
sons as in England, or for individual families as in Germany, but only for much 
wider groups of people who shared the same blazon, motto, and device. A Polish 
nobleman did not possess a coat of arms of his own. The arms he carried were 
identical to those carried by scores of others to whom he may or may not have 
been related. This wspolnosc herbow or 'holding of arms in common' was 
unique in Europe. What is more, the usage of the word rod (clan) to describe the 
heraldic group, inevitably strengthened the mistaken impression that it was 
originally based on kinship. The Polish nobleman added the name of his clan to 
his family name. In addition to the adjectival surname ending in -ski or -cki, the 
Polish nobleman would customarily write: 'of such and such a clan'. The stand
ard form, which was generally adopted by all noble families between 1350 and 
1450, read, for instance: 'Piotr Lubomirski, herbu Sreniawa', that is, 'Peter of 
Lubomierz of the Sreniawa clan'; or 'Jan Zamoyski, herbu Jelita', that is, 'John 
of Zamosc, of the Jelita clan'. The adjectival surname replaced an earlier prepo
sitional form of surname equivalent to the German 'von' or the French 'de'. 
Piotr Lubomirski's grandfather, who died in 1398, still called himself 'Michal z 
Grabi', that is Michael from Grabie - preferring to base his name on his birth
place rather than on his territorial property. 

The names of the clans are marvellously obscure. Boncza (Boniface) was one 
of the many formed from personal names Sreniawa, Rawa, Leliwa are place-
names. Amadej from Hungary, or Rogala from Saxony were foreign importa
tions, as also, presumably, were the founders of Sas (from Saxon Transylvania) 
and Prus (Prussian). Dab (Oak) and Poraj (Wild Rose) are plants; Aksak ('Fox' 
in Tartar), Lewart (Lampart), Rak (Crab), Gryf (Dragon), Labedz (Swan), 
Swinka (Boar), and Wezyk (SnaOke) are animals; Krzywda (Injustice), Prawda 
(Truth), Niezgoda (Discord), Madrostki (Wisdom) are moral qualities; Oksza 
(Axe) and Lodzia (Boat) are everyday objects. These categories could be 
extended many times over. Why these names should have been used in the first 
place is impossible to say, and many are the subject of unlikely legends. Jelita 
(Bowel) is said to derive from the battlefield of Ptowce in 1331, where the Polish 
King is said to have found one of his knights, Florian Szary, disembowelled by 
three Teutonic spears. In recognition of his heroism, the Jelita clan was formed 
with three spears as its device. Writing in the fifteenth century, Jan Dlugosz 
listed a total of 139 clans; Bartosz Paprocki in 1584 listed 107; modern genealo
gies mention several hundred. 

The heraldic clan remains some thing of an enigma. Detailed studies have 
failed to establish any consistent pattern of membership. The old theory of kin
ship has been discredited, but not supplanted. Members of the same clan usually 
fought side by side in battle, forming the basic units of the feudal host. One line 
of enquiry, which stresses this aspect, is corroborated by clan names like 
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'Dolega' or 'Doliwa' which clearly derive from battle-cries. Another line of 
enquiry has explored the workings of patronage, and has coined the term rod 
klientarny or 'clan of clients'. Sometimes the King would act as sponsor, assign
ing new knights to clans of his choice. Sometimes prominent noblemen would 
'receive' their friends and relations into their clan on their own private initiative. 
Patronage at all events was not irrelevant. The most convincing hypothesis per
haps is that which relates to the emergence of the heraldic clan to that other 
unique feature of Polish noble life, the nagana szlachecka, or 'Test of Nobility'. 
In Poland, with no College of Heralds, there was no authoritative institution 
where records of ennoblement and entitlement were kept for public reference. If 
a nobleman's title to nobility were challenged, the only place he could prove 
himself was in the courts. In such cases, which were particularly frequent in the 
fifteenth century, the defendant was required to present six sworn witnesses 
who would confirm his noble descent from three generations on both paternal 
and maternal sides. If successful, he received a certificate of the court's findings. 
If unsuccessful, he faced the direst penalties. Whatever the result, the experience 
was extremely troublesome and humiliating. It is entirely plausible to suppose 
that the heraldic clan was formed to protect its members from the need to face 
such tests. By attaching himself to a public association of known persons, a 
nobleman could save himself from malicious insinuations against his rank and 
status. In the unlikely event of prosecution, he could always count on six of his 
fellow clansmen to stand witness in his defence. In this light, the 'heraldic clan' 
constituted a sort of mutual benefit society. It served the interests both of the 
noble estate as a whole and of its individual members, and it precluded the 
necessity for a college of heralds, which could have been used by king or royal 
officials as an instrument of control.8 

One consequence of the 'holding of arms in common' was that the pictorial 
aspects of Polish heraldry remained extremely simple. There was no need to fol
low the labyrinth of inheritance or marriage, or to modify and develop coats of 
arms in response to changing events. Blazoning, marshalling, quartering, and 
cadency were unknown. Each clan possessed one simple device, one motto, and 
one coat of arms, which stayed the same throughout the centuries. All the coats 
of arms which ever existed can be contained in one relatively slim volume.9 

If the emergence of the Nobility as a distinct estate was well advanced by the 
reign of Casimir the Great, the process of reinforcing and codifying their legal 
privileges continued for at least the next two centuries. Throughout the earlier 
period, Polish rulers had granted immunities to individual knights or clerics, 
freeing them from particular taxes or from the obligation to submit their sub
jects to royal justice. But as from the late fourteenth century similar concessions 
were exacted for the Nobility not by individuals, but by an estate demanding its 
corporate rights. In times of crisis, during war or before a succession, the 



164 SZLACHTA 

Nobility's bargaining power was high. Concessions obtained were rarely relin
quished. In 1374, by the Statute of Kosice, Louis of Anjou, anxious to secure the 
succession of his daughter, Jadwiga, exempted all noble demesnes from the 
poradlne or land-tax, and reduced the rate levied on noble tenants to one-sixth 
of its previous level. At Horodlo, on 2 October 1413, the new terms of the Union 
of Poland and Lithuania provided for the extension of the privileges of the 
Polish szlachta to the Lithuanian boyars. Forty-seven heraldic clans opened 
their ranks to Lithuanian members. At Czerwinsk in 1422, at Jedlno in 1430, 
and at Cracow in 1433, Wladyslaw Jagiello's concern for the future of his sons 
progressively overcame his resistance to 'Neminem Captivabimus'—the prin
ciple, equivalent to the English 'Habeas Corpus', that protected a nobleman's 
land and person from confiscation and arrest unless sentence had been passed 
against him in a court. At Nieszawa in 1454, during the second Teutonic War, 
Kazimierz Jagiellonczyk conceded that no new tax would be levied nor army 
raised without the consent of the new noble dietines. At Piotrkow in 1496, in 
preparation for his ill-fated expedition to Moldavia, Jan Olbracht granted the 
noble monopoly of land-holding. Five years later, his brother Aleksander tried 
to use the Senate as a brake on the Nobility's pretensions. By the Act of Mielnik, 
he decreed that the senators were subject only to their peers. But the Sejm soon 
had its revenge. The constitution of NibilNovi passed at Radom on 14 June 
1505, annulled the Act of Mielnik, established the primacy of the Chamber of 
Envoys over the Senate, and ruled that no new laws could be introduced with
out the consent of both chambers. Thereafter, legislation remained firmly in the 
Nobility's control. The slogan 'Nic o nas bez nas' ('Nothing concerning us with
out us') remained the basic concept of their 'Noble Democracy'. 

The legislative supremacy of the Nobility was used to wrest further advan
tages over the rest of society. Not content with their various immunities and 
with their virtual monopolies in landed property, in government, and adminis
tration, and in central political life, they proceeded to bolster their position in 
the most detailed manner. In 1496, the Sejm which had established the noble 
monopoly in land, also took pains to restrict the rights of the clergy, the 
burghers, and the peasants. Henceforth, all the senior appointments in the 
Church were limited to noble candidates. Except in Royal Prussia, burghers 
were required to sell the land which they owned. Peasants were not allowed to 
leave the village for the town. From 1501 onwards, a stream of constitutions tied 
the peasantry firmly to the land, and to the will of their lord. In 1518, the com
petence of the royal courts was withdrawn from appeals between lord and peas
ant. In 1520, the Statute of Thorn fixed labour service at one day per week per 
lan, initiating a process which legalized the ever harsher conditions of serfdom. 
In 1550, the Nobility was allowed to purchase houses in the cities, and to enjoy 
them without paying municipal taxes, notwithstanding all local legislation to 
the contrary. In 1552, during the Calvinist troubles, the competence of the eccle
siastical courts over the Nobility in matters of religion was withdrawn. In 1563, 
when the purchase of solectwa or 'village jurisdictions' was regularized, the way 
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was open to the absolute control over the population of their estates. In com
merce, the Nobility was freed from duty on goods for their own use. In the 
dietines, they controlled the multifarious systems of weights and measures, and 
regulated prices. From 1573, the Nobility possessed the exclusive right to exploit 
the timber, potash and minerals deriving from their land. They had always 
bought salt at preferential rates. Although they themselves were not expected to 
engage in commerce - and constitutions of 1633 and 1677 specifically forbade 
them to do so - the entire economic life of society was organized in their inter
est. 

To this end, the Nobility cultivated a special relationship with the numerous 
Jewish community. Particularly in the eastern provinces, the Jews proved 
eminently useful to noblemen who wished to avoid the troublesome regulations 
surrounding economic life in the towns. They were employed as craftsmen and 
tradesmen, earning the epithet of fuszer or 'bungler' from the guilds whose 
rights they circumvented. They plied their traditional trades of money-lender, 
innkeeper, fence, and broker - as evidenced by the constant stream of municipal 
decrees forbidding them to do so. They obtained favourable rates of interest 
approved by the dietines, and flourished in the service of the great estates. 
Although the pullulating masses of the ghetto saw little benefit from the activ
ities of their most prosperous confreres, they all shared in the common oppro
brium. In the Ukraine, they were widely denounced as the chosen instrument of 
'the Polish lords'. The richer Jews openly aspired to a noble life-style. An edict 
of Sigismund-August forbade them from wearing swords and gold chains. 
Despite the law, they often owned land, took out tenancies, or held the deeds in 
mortgage from the noble owners. Not a few were formally ennobled. They even 
affected the noble habit of not paying their taxes. 

The pretext on which the Nobility's privileges were based is to be found in 
their obligation to provide unpaid military service. Throughout the Middle 
Ages, the possession of land was justified by the need to support a military caste, 
whose expenses were great and whose services were in constant demand. In 
fifteenth-century Poland and Lithuania, this ancient convention still made good 
sense, and the Nobility had customarily confirmed or extended their privileges 
in their armed camp before proceeding to battle with the enemy. In the course 
of time, however, the noble pospolite ruszenie or levee-en-masse lost its effec
tiveness. The commanders and the Noblemen themselves both preferred per
manent forces supported by taxation. The levee-en-masse remained as a 
defensive reserve of last resort. It was only called out in desperate situations, and 
the okazowanie or 'annual review', to which the noblemen of each province 
were required to report, was onerous to no one. The idea that the growth of 
noble privilege was balanced by a corresponding growth of responsibilities in 
the military sphere was, by the sixteenth century, quite anachronistic. 

There is also the problem of Feudalism. In present-day Poland, it is taken for 
granted that the Nobility were a 'feudal class' in whose interest the old Kingdom 
and Republic were organized. Little attention is paid to the fact that the concept 
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of 'Feudalism' was never used in so-called feudal times. Lelewel held that 
Feudalism was contrary to the Polish tradition, and had never existed in Poland 
at all. Most later historians would maintain that it only existed for a short time 
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and 'as an influence not a system', or 
sui generis. Certainly, there was no simple transference of West European mod
els. Whatever definition of Feudalism one cares to take, and to whatever aspect 
of social life one applies it, one always finds that historical practices fail to fit the 
modern theory. In the realm of land law, for instance, the ius feudale did exist 
alongside the ius terrestre. It operated in relation to land held subject to royal 
assent, and to the normal feudal practices of escheat, wardship, and homage. 
Yet, after 1450, in the very period when the Nobility were establishing their 
supremacy, it rapidly declined. In the sixteenth century, a series of Sejm statutes 
between 1562 and 1588 converted feudal holdings into hereditary, allodial prop
erty. In the military sphere, the obligation to serve lay not just on the Nobility 
but on every free man. It was not channelled through a network of tenants-in-
chief and vassals but directly from King to subject. The jurisdictional structure, 
in contrast, was neatly divided into two. The great offices of state were not tied 
to the land, and, until the introduction of life-tenure in the seventeenth century, 
were entirely at the King's disposal. Yet at the local level, jurisdiction was tied 
to the land, and justice was administered by the Nobility. In finance, the King 
never abandoned his legal right to tax the entire population directly, despite the 
practical constraints placed on him by the Sejm. Taking into consideration con
stantly shifting conditions, therefore, and wide geographical divergences, it is 
not very easy to decide whether Polish Feudalism is myth or reality.10 

At all events, by 1569 when the united Republic of Poland—Lithuania was 
formed, the supremacy of the Nobility was secure. By general European stand
ards, they were extremely numerous. Some 25,000 noble families, including at 
least 500,000 persons, represented 6.6 per cent of the total population of 7.5 mil
lion. In the later seventeenth century, this was to rise to about 9 per cent, and in 
the eighteenth century still further. Not even Spain or Hungary, whose nobility 
represented up to 5 per cent of the population, could rival them on this score; 
whilst France with 1 per cent, or England with 2. per cent, stood in marked con
trast.11 The formal privileges of the Nobility protected them from the political 
pretensions of the king, and from the growth of a modern state. Their relative 
prosperity was guaranteed by a mass of detailed legislation. They were a closed 
estate, in control of their own destiny and that of everyone else in their Republic. 
Their obligations as a military caste were minimal. Their civic duty as a ruling 
class was governed by their private inclinations. By 1569, they had won their 
'Golden Freedom'. It held them all in bondage for as long as their Republic lasted. 

In Lithuania, the Nobility reached a similar destination by a somewhat different 
route. In the period of the personal union with Poland, from 1386 to 1569, the 
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Lithuanians had gradually adopted Polish laws and customs. But their own 
highly specific social structures left an enduring mark. In contrast to the Polish 
szlachta, the Lithuanian nobles had been closely dependent on the ruler, the 
Grand Duke, and at the same time were split into a number of overlying strata. 
They had enjoyed no tradition of immunities either as individuals or as an estate, 
and in return for their land were used to paying personal homage, either to the 
Grand Duke or to their immediate superior. They served in the army without 
limit, offered the dziakel or 'tribute in kind', and provided a wide range of ser
vices from hay-making to fortress repair. At the top of the social scale, a few 
powerful families like the Ostrogski, the Radziwill, or the Sapieha, boasted the 
title of Kniaz or 'Prince'. The greatest of these ruled entire regions in virtual sov
ereignty, in the style of marcher lords. The lesser families held their baronies in 
fief from the Grand Duke. At the bottom of the scale, the broad mass of depend
ent nobles with the title of boyar (warrior) varied from families of considerable 
fortune to domestic servants or petty mercenary nobles. In the middle, lay a 
group bearing the title of pan or 'lord', who benefited from special privileges 
with respect to military duty. Some of these, such as the Kiezgajllo, rose to posi
tions indistinguishable from those of the princes. Under Grand Duke Witold 
(1401-30), who sought to centralize the Lithuanian state and even to have him
self crowned as king, the waywardness of the greater nobility was sharply 
pruned. Princely titles were limited either to lifelong tenure, or to strict male 
descent. New awards were largely confined to Muscovite defectors. At the same 
time, the corporate sense of a noble estate was being widened and strengthened. 
In 1387, the boyars were granted the right of property in their family estates, and 
the personal freedom to marry without their lord's consent. In 1413, at Horodlo, 
the right of property was extended to their feudal holdings. Catholic boyars were 
invited to join the Polish heraldic clans. From 1434, both the princes and boyars 
were treated as a common estate for purpose of political privilege bargaining, 
and in 1447 established their claim to parity with the szlachta. 

Even so, the princes contrived to maintain a measure of their supremacy. 
They took control of the process of 'clan adoption' which, in marked contrast 
to its egalitarian function in Poland, became an instrument for perpetuating the 
old practice of homage in a new guise. They took special hold over the 
Ruthenian nobility, whose Orthodoxy became a definite disability. They pre
served their jurisdictional independence right up to the Second Lithuanian 
Statute of 1566, which they conceded in a vain attempt to stem the boyars' desire 
to accept the impending constitutional union with Poland. When the Union of 
Lublin finally established the principle of legal equality not only between the 
Polish and Lithuanian nobility but also amongst the Lithuanian nobles them
selves, the princely families were not seriously shaken. They passed straight to 
the forefront of the Republic's magnateria — equal before the law, but very 
unequal in political, social, and economic influence. 

The career of Prince Mikolaj Radziwill the 'Red' (1512-84) amply illustrates 
the power and wealth to which the magnates aspired. As brother to the 
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ill-starred Barbara Radziwill, queen of Sigismund-August, and cousin to Prince 
Mikolaj Krzysztof Radziwill the'Black' (1515-65), Chancellor of Lithuania and 
Palatine of Wilno, he was showered with signs of royal favours. As Grand 
Hetman of the Lithuanian Army, he distinguished himself in the wars against 
Muscovy, and in 1566 succeeded to his cousin's offices. Yet as a Calvinist he 
stood aloof from the Roman Catholic establishment, and actively opposed the 
Union of Lublin until the very last minute. The splendour of his court rivalled 
that of many a sovereign monarch. It duly impressed the English Ambassador 
Sir Jerome Horsey, who passed through Lithuania on his way overland to 
Moscow: 

When I came to Villna the chief citie in Lithuania, I presented myself and letters patients 
from the Quen, that declared my titells and what I was, unto the great duke viovode 
Ragaville, a prince of great excelencie, prowes and power, and religious protestant; gave 
me great respect and good enterteynment; told me, though I had nothing to say to him 
from the Quen of England, yet, he did so much honnor and admire her excelent vertus 
and graces, he would also hold me in the reputacion of her majesties ambassador; which 
was som pollacie that his subjects should think I was to negociate with him. Take me 
with him to his church; heard divine service psalms, a sermon, and the sacraments min
istered according to the reformed churches; whereat his brother cardinal Ragavill, did 
murmur. His hightness did invite me to dinner, honored with 50 halberdeers thorow the 
cittie: placed gonners and his guard of 500 gentilmen to bring me to his pallace; himself 
accompanied with many yonge noblemen, receaved me upon the tarras; brought me into 
a very large room where organes and singing was, a long table set with pallentins, lordes 
and ladies, himself under a cloth of estate. I was placed before him in the middest of the 
table; trompetts sound and kettel droms roared. The first service brought in, ghesters and 
poets discourse merely, lowed instruments and safft plaied very musically; a set of 
dwarffes men and women finely attired came in with sweet harmony still and mournfull 
pieps and songs of art; Davids tymbrils and Arons swett soundinge bells as the termed 
them. The varietie made the tyme pleasing and short. His hightness drank for the 
Majesty the angelicall Quen of England her health. Strange portraturs, lyons, unicorns, 
spread-eagels, swans and other made of suger past, som wines and spicats in their bellies 
to draw at, and succets of all sorts cutt owt of their bellies to tast of; every one with his 
sylver forcke. To tell of all the order and particuler services, and rarieties grow tedious; 
well-feasted, honnored, and much made of, I was conducted to my lodgings in manner 
as I was brought. Had my letters pattents, and a gentilman to conduct me thorow his 
countrye; with which I toke my leave. Some pastymes with lyons, bulls and bares, straing 
to behold, I omytt to recite.12 

Although strictly speaking the szlachta is not to be equated with the landown
ing class, it is undeniable that the possession of land was their main source of 
wealth. In practice, all landowners were not noble, and all noblemen were not 
necessarily landowners. But in so far as wealth and nobility were related, the 
correlation largely depended on the distribution of landed property. 
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In 1569, noble land accounted for roughly 60 per cent of the total surface of 
the Republic, as against 25 per cent belonging to the Church and 15 per cent 
belonging to the Crown. But, since an increasing proportion of the Crown lands 
were leased to noblemen, and since the bishops, who controlled a large part of 
Church land, were in effect clerical magnates, the noble sector was in practice 
still larger. On this noble land, the population had no recourse to the royal 
courts, and lived almost entirely at the mercy of their noble lords. 

The geographical pattern of noble landholding was extremely complicated. 
In some areas, such as Volhynia or Kiev, a large part of the noble land was 
concentrated in the hands of just a few magnates. In pre-union Lithuania, 
about one-quarter of noble land belonged to less than 2 per cent of the nobil
ity, the other three-quarters being divided among more than thirteen thousand 
families. According to the Popis Wojska Litewskiego, or Military List, of 
1528, which recorded the assessment of the nobles' estates, 23 families were 
assessed on average at 261 knights each, a total of 5,993; the remaining 13,060 
families could only raise 19,842 knights between them, an average of 1.52 per 
family.13 In other areas, like Mazovia, or Podlasie, the magnates played no 
part whatsoever, and the noble sector was dominated by the plots of the petty 
nobility. Even within the same province, neighbouring localities showed 
marked variations. In Royal Prussia of the 1570s, for example, the neighbour
ing palatinates of Chelmno and Malbork, differed from each other in several 
important respects. In Chelmno, the holdings of the nobility were roughly 
equal to those of the Church and the Crown. In Malbork, they represented 
only one-sixth of the total, and in the absence of any significant ecclesiastical 
holdings, were dwarfed by Crown estates and the royal towns. In Chelmno, 
the average nobleman, possessing 3—10 lan, held strips scattered through sev
eral villages. In Malbork, a much smaller number of nobles possessed larger 
holdings of 10—15 lan. No one, in either palatinate, could rival the Bishop of 
Chelmno, whose 112 villages, organized in four 'keys' round Lubawa Castle 
formed the one large latifundium of the region.14 In the province of Malopol-
ska, too, it is interesting to see that in the sixteenth century the holdings of the 
Church were still greater than those of any secular magnate. Despite the fact 
that grants of Crown land to the nobles had been particularly liberal in the 
vicinity of the ancient capital, no single nobleman could match the wealth of 
the Bishops of Cracow. In the land-tax assessments of 1564, six of the 
province's ten wealthiest properties were still shown to belong to the Church. 
In contrast to the assessment of the Bishop at 457 zl., of the Abbey of Tyniec 
at 311 zl., and of the Cracovian Chapter at 202 zl., the Castellan of Cracow, 
Spytek Jordan, was assessed at 383 zl., the Starosta of Biecz at 154 zl., the 
Starosta of Krzepice at 145 zl., and the Wielkorzqdcy (Royal Governor) of 
Cracow at 143 zl.15 Significantly, all the prominent noblemen of this period 
owed their landed wealth directly to their possession of high public offices. 
Private landed fortunes in Poland were as yet relatively modest, and were 
much inferior to those in Lithuania. (See Map 12, pp. 172-3.) 
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Nevertheless, the economic divisions of the Nobility largely reflected their 
possession of land. There was no formal economic hierarchy; but by counting a 
man's estates it was easy to see whether he should be classed as prosperous or 
poor -whe the r , in the language of the time, he was ttusty (fat) or chudy (lean).16 

(See Diagram J.) 
At the top of the league, a score of families possessed properties which were 

numbered in hundreds and thousands. The same families also tended to control 
the key offices of state, and hence to be strongly represented in the Senate. They 
were 'great' both in wealth and in influence. The individual magnat or 'mag
nate' possessed no special rights or privileges. But the group as a whole, the 
magnateria, wielded power and influence on a scale quite disproportionate to 
their numbers. 

In contrast to them, the average nobleman was fortunate if he possessed two 
or three properties. Yet if his land was his own, and he had the serfs to work it, 
he owed his living to no one. He was possessionatus (propertied) and dominus, 
Pan Sobie—a 'lord unto himself. Contemporaries classed him among the 
szlachta zamoina or 'nobility with means'. Some historians prefer the term 
'middle nobility' - which now plays a prominent part in theories about society 
and politics in the modern period. The lower limit of their holdings has been put 
at zo lan. In the era of the Republic, they accounted for between one-third and 
two-fifths of the noble estate as a whole. 

At the bottom of the league, lay the most numerous element of all, the 
seething mass of petty nobility without means. One such group, the szlachta 
czqstkowa (fragmentary nobles) lived on fragments of larger estates which had 
been broken up for sale or tenancy. They would generally share the serfs and 
material resources of the original estate with their neighbours. Many, as 
szlachta czynszowa (rent-paying nobles), were tenants, or leaseholders, of their 
more prosperous brothers. Another group, the szlachta zagrodowa (noble 
smallholders), possessed land but no serfs, and had to work their own plot or 
'zagroda' for themselves. Economically they were indistinguishable from the 
peasantry. Some of these, the szlachta zasciankowa (nobles behind-the-wall), 
lived in exclusive noble villages, whose perimeter wall protected them from the 
ignoble world around. But the group which with time became by far the most 
numerous, the holota or 'rabble', possessed neither land nor serfs. They worked 
as tenant farmers, as labourers, as domestics, as soldiers; or else, as szlachta 
brukowa (street nobility), were reduced to eking out a penurious living in the 
towns. 

The magnates owed the accumulation of their landed estates to a variety of 
circumstances. The clerical magnates - 17 bishops, 2 archbishops, and a hand
ful of abbots — stepped, on appointment, into fortunes which had been growing 
ever since the foundation of the Church in AD IOOO. By 1512, the Archbishop of 
Gniezno possessed 292 villages and 13 towns; the Bishop of Cracow 230 villages 
and 13 towns, at a time when no secular magnate possessed more than 30 such 
properties. In Lithuania, the Bishopric of Wilno, which was founded after the 
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Economic strata within the Noble Estate (Szlachta) 
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conversion of the Grand Duchy in 1387, had amassed, by the eighteenth century, 
some 600 villages. A number of churchmen also possessed secular dignities. In 
1443, Bishop Zbigniew Olesnicki of Cracow, bought the Duchy of Siewierz in 
Silesia for 6,000 silver groats. He and his successors enjoyed the title, jurisdic
tion, and income of the Duchy until the fall of the Republic in 1795. From 1462, 
the Archbishop of Gniezno acquired the title of Duke of Lowicz, and trans
ferred his residence to the ducal seat at Skierniewice. In the eighteenth century, 
the Bishop of Plock paraded as the Duke of Pultusk. At the other end of the 
scale, there were landless bishops. After 1667 when the province of Smolensk 
was finally ceded to Muscovy, the Roman Bishop of Smolensk lost all his lands, 
and lived in Warsaw supported by a government pension of 20,000 zl. per 
annum. 

Among the secular magnates, most owed their elevation to the royal service. 
Others rose by colonizing the Ruthenian lands of the east. Very typically, how
ever, the greatest magnatial fortunes were indebted to a combination of factors 
- to auspicious marriages, to purchases, exchanges, conquest, to good manage
ment, royal favour, obsessive ambition, long life, or to dominant male chromo
somes. Only a few, like the Radziwill in Lithuania or the Potocki and 
Tarnowski in Poland, were preserved over several centuries. Most of them 
declined as rapidly as they had flowered. The Kurozwecki, Szydlowiecki, and 
Melsztynski failed for want of male heirs. The Lubomirski, whose estates sur
vived division between three sons in 1642, and confiscation in 1664, had to start 
afresh. Many of those who flourished at the end of the eighteenth century - the 
Czartoryski, Poniatowski, Jablonowski, and the two Branicki lines, were rela
tive parvenus. 

The great magnatial estates were organized as latifundia. Scattered properties 
in each area would be linked to a klucz or 'key property' from which the rest 
were administered. Each 'key' was linked in turn to headquarters in the palace 
of the magnatial owner. In this way, the latifundium could be run as a single eco
nomic unit, where the particular contributions of the parts could be made to 
benefit the whole. In the case of the latifundium of the Lubomirski, for instance, 
as recorded in the inventory of 1739, the 1,071 properties were spread over nine 
southern palatinates of the Republic, from Wola Justowska near Cracow to 
Tetiev near Kiev. They included cities, towns, villages, and plantations. At 
Wisnicz near Cracow, the chief seat of the Lubomirski, there were 29 villages; at 
Jaroslaw in Red Ruthenia, there were 18 villages; at Kanczuga, 13. In addition 
to these family properties, the Lubomirskis by virtue of state appointments and 
royal favour held a large number of Crown estates on lease. In the days of 
Alexander Michat Lubomirski, who died in 1677, these had comprised 8 towns 
and 89 villages. They also held a score of possessions over the southern frontier 
in Hungary.17 

The laws of succession caused immense complications. In Poland, the custom 
was to divide family property among sons and unmarried daughters alike. 
The division was undertaken piecemeal as the children came of age or married, 
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leaving the home estate in the hands of the youngest son on the death of his par
ents. In consequence, the larger latifundia frequently disintegrated within two 
or three generations of their founder's death. Yet disintegration was in the inter
est neither of the family, nor of the Republic which both stood to gain from the 
military potential and economic resilience of consolidated holdings. The Law of 
Entail, known in Poland as Ordinaqa or maioratus, was introduced to guard 
against it. For the first time in 1589, the Sejm persuaded 'to ordain' the Radziwill 
and Zamoyski estates with legal statutes, which fixed their military contribu
tions to the Republic and at the same time insured them against dispersal. 
According to the Ordination, a list of named properties could only be inherited 
by the strict rules of male primogeniture, and could not be disposed of by their 
owners whether by sale, gift, division, or testament. The ordinatus or 'senior 
male' of the family was required to undertake a number of military duties which 
included fortress repair, the upkeep of garrisons, the quartering of troops in 
winter, and the supply of a fixed quota of regiments in time of war. In return he 
was permanently secured in his inheritance. In 1601, similar 'ordinations' were 
applied to the Myszkowski estates at Pinczow, and in 1609 to the Ostrogski 
estates at Dubno. Later 'ordinations' included those of the Tarnowski, 
Chreptowicze, and Sulkowski. Some of them were preserved intact until 1918 
and 1939. Others ran into trouble as soon as they were formed. 

The staff required to maintain and defend a latifundium was customarily 
divided into two distinct categories — the sluga rekodajny, manu stipulates, 
or 'noble retinue'; and the czeladz dworska or 'court personnel'. The former, 
consisting entirely of gentlemen clients of noble birth, occupied all those 
positions of profit and authority which did not involve the stigma of a trade or 
profession. They received regular salaries, and as signs of their patron's favour, 
the suchednie or seasonal gifts and bonuses. The latter, consisting of non-noble 
employees, provided the servants, specialists, craftsmen, and mercenaries. 

In time, the inflation of magnatial retinues posed an insoluble problem for the 
Republic. The leading families could command far greater respect and obedi
ence than the state itself. The growth of large numbers of quarrelsome, peacock-
minded clients, sworn to uphold the honour and interests of their patron, and 
dependent for their promotion and livelihood on the successful prosecution of 
his whims and feuds, gradually undermined the workings of government at both 
the central and the provincial level. In the era of the Partitions, the 'Alban Band' 
of Prince Karol Stanisiaw Radziwill of Nieswiez - Panie Kochanku or 'the 
Darling Lord' as he was known - could field six thousand gentlemen dressed 
from head to toe in pure white, and could challenge any state or private forma
tions of the day with impunity. 

The size of magnatial retinues was an obvious measure of wealth and status. 
They varied from a handful of tattered old retainers in the image of Sancho 
Panza to regiments of trained officers and administrators rivalling those of a 
minor principality. In the mid-seventeenth century, Hetman Stanisiaw 
Lubomirski of Wisnicz, for instance, retained two Marshals, two chaplains, 
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four secretaries, four sewers, twenty chamberlains, and sixty senior clients. In 
addition, there would have been a swarm of aplikanty (candidate clients), 
komorniki (seneschals), rezydenci (resident advisers), treasurers, ostlers, mas-
ters-of-robes, masters-of-horse, pages, messengers, military captains, and, of 
course, a similar array of ladies-in-waiting to serve in the female quarters. The 
non-noble personnel would have included the court physician, the surgeon, the 
artist, the ballet-master, the pastrycook, the gardener, the engineer, the archi
tect, the director of music, and the ekonom or general manager; cooks, 
turnkeys, carters, carpenters, butlers, ostlers, cellarers, and domestics. There 
was also an exotic tradition of keeping jesters, foreigners, dwarfs, and histor
ians. It was not exceptional for Polish magnates to have German barons in their 
retinue. The Tartar custom of carrying off human yasir into slavery was 
matched by the Polish custom of holding Tartar or Negro prisoners as personal 
slaves. 

The scourge of the noble retinues was described by Ignacy Krasicki, Bishop of 
Warmia, with more than a touch of irony: 

His Grace, the almighty tyrant, the tin-god of his locality 
Maintains a numerous court, as a sign of his splendid quality. 
From this arise higher officials, and a host of lesser creeps; 
The Master-of-Horse who beats, and the stable boy who weeps. 
There's the thieving bursar; and the absentee butler; 
The courtier-footman who expects to be served by a page 
Because his own noble birth entitles him to rant and to rage. 
There's the architect whose plans do not actually work; 
The physician who kills his patients; and the dreaming clerk; 
The steward who shortens his measures; the accountant who fakes 
His figures, like the attorney in court; the agent who takes 
More than he earns, and, whilst cheating the lesser rooks, 
Is himself exploited in the cause of more important crooks; 
The gamekeeper who dines on venison, but never guards the game; 
The 'yes-man' retainer, whose nod to the master is always the same; 
The Captain who fleeces the Jews whenever they come to trade; 
The soldiers who merely act as ushers whenever a banquet's laid; 
The Corporal of dragoons, who pilfers more than his company; 
And the Drum Major who beats the tattoo from his balcony, 
And who, on church parade, as he leads the guests to their places, 
Sounds a ragged drum-roll, not to God's glory, but to His Grace's.18 

Hence corruption spread from top to bottom. Venality, debt, and dependence 
sapped the nobleman's ability to change with the times. Great men exploited 
their inferiors, and lesser men aped their betters. 

The rush of ordinations in the Vasa Period provides clear proof that the mag-
natial oligarchy was putting down roots. For this reason it was fiercely resented 
by the Nobility as a whole. There is plenty of evidence, however, which suggests 
that at least until the mid-seventeenth century the estates of the 'middle nobil
ity' were just as prosperous as those of the magnates. According to Andrzej 
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Wyczanski, who has reconstructed a theoretical model of these middling estates 
from the juridical records of the 1560s, the average size was around 130 hectares 
(321 acres). Upwards of 50 hectares, or roughly 40 per cent of the arable area, 
was in demesne, and provided 94 per cent of the lord's revenue. The remaining 
80 hectares, in peasant holdings, produced virtually no income but served to 
support the serfs on which the exploitation of the demesne depended. Even so, 
the serfs rarely sufficed for more than two-thirds of the labour required, and had 
to be supplemented by salaried personnel and by a hired, seasonal work-force. 
The average annual revenue worked out at 214 zl. gross, 185.7 zl. net. At con
temporary prices on the market in Cracow, 186 zl would have bought 96 metres 
of woollen cloth or 385 pairs of shoes or 35 oxen or 900 litres of Malmasian 
wine. In general, the owner or leaseholder would reside in person, and manage 
the estate without the help of a numerous staff or retinue.19 

In contrast to this 'average nobleman', who is no more than a faceless abstrac
tion, the 'petty noblemen' was a very real animal for which several provinces of 
the Republic were rightly famed. In Mazowsze, over half of the land was owned 
by the szlachta zagrodowa. According to one estimate in 1571 they totalled 
32,000 households, working 12,031 out of 23,361 lan or 51.5 per cent of the 
arable land of the Duchy. Each household contented itself with 0.38 lan (6.65 
hectares or 16.43 acres). In Podlasie, similar conditions prevailed. In 1528, the 
ten parishes of the Ziemia Bielska contained 99 settlements of noble zascianki. 
In 1775, in the same district, 5,811 out of 6,300 holdings, or 92 per cent, were 
serfless. In the Republic as a whole, well over half of the nobility did not possess 
land. In 1670, 400,000 noblemen, or 57 per cent, were landless, as compared to 
300,000 or 43 per cent, who owned one village or more. These figures are incom
parable. Nowhere in Spain, where the tattered hidalgo was a national joke, not 
even in Navarre, Leon, or Burgos, where the nobility reached up to 10 per cent 
of the population, was there anything to match Mazowsze or Podlasie. What is 
more, in Spain in the eighteenth century, the petty nobility was severely pruned. 
In the Republic, they were multiplying fast. Their sheer numbers defy any 
attempt to regard them as an exceptional element in an essentially landowning 
class. One has to accept that in the Republic it was the nobleman with land who 
was the exception. Numerically speaking, the petty nobility dominated the 
noble estate, providing both its distinctive colour and the material with which 
its political and social customs operated. They seem to have first appeared in the 
late fourteenth century in frontier areas threatened by the Teutonic Order. In 
time they expanded both by further colonization into Podlasie and Red 
Ruthenia, and by cellular division of the original settlements into constellated 
villages. In 1699, they joined a memorable exodus to Podolia, to lands returned 
to Poland from Turkey by the Peace of Karlovitz. Their original military role 
quickly deteriorated. Although the levee-en-masse of Mazowsze might raise 
20,000 knights, their quality was very poor. The fragmentation and pauperiza
tion of the original holdings led to a situation where one village of zascianki 
with perhaps twenty-five families could only equip one or two cavalrymen 
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between them. The fertile birth-rate of Mazowsze together with the infertile soil 
led to constant division and increasing impoverishment of the family plots. 
From the sixteenth century onwards, the petty nobleman, incapable of equip
ping himself, none the less perpetuated the military tradition of his caste by serv
ing either in the professional regiments of the royal army or in the retinues of the 
magnates.20 

In many ways, being both poor and insecure, the position of the petty noble
man was worse than that of the serfs. In the eighteenth century, there are many 
examples of their voluntary submission to serfdom. Yet even as serfs, or down-
and-outs in the towns, they did not lose their noble status or their legal rights. A 
coat of arms hung over the porch of their cottages. They carried wooden swords 
when they did not own a steel one, and they continued to attend the provincial 
dietines and to demand a vote at the royal Elections. They attracted a variety of 
pejorative epithets — as panek or 'little master'; as szarak or 'grey hare' (who 
could not afford the nobleman's traditional carmine cloak); as zagolczyk or 'lit
tle ploughman' (who had to work in his own fields); as chudy pacholek or 'the 
lean page', who appears so often in the literature of the period; or as szlachta 
chodaczkowa, milites in caligulo, the 'nobleman in clogs'. They were known to 
Kadlubek in the thirteenth century, and had parallels elsewhere, like the 
Bocskoros Nemes in Hungary. But they were a Polish phenomenon par excel
lence, at once a cause for amazement and a pillar of the noble estate. 

The later condition of the petty nobility was evoked by Adam Mickiewicz: 

The hamlet of Dobrzyn has a wide reputation in Lithuania for the bravery of its gentle
men and the beauty of its gentlewomen. It was once powerful and populous, for when 
King John III Sobieski summoned the general militia, the Ensign of the palatinate 
brought him six hundred armed gentlemen from Dobrzyn alone. But the family had now 
grown small and poor. Formerly, at the courts of the magnates or in their regiments at 
forays, and at the district dietines the Dobrzynskis used to find an easy living. Now they 
were forced to work for themselves, like mere serfs, except that they did not wear peas
ants' russet doublets, but long white coats with black stripes, and on Sunday the kontusz. 
The dress of even the poorest of their women was different from that of the peasants. 
They usually wore drill or percale, herded their cattle in shoes not of bark but of leather, 
and reaped and spun with gloves on. 

The Dobrzyriskis were distinguished among their Lithuanian brethren by their lan
guage, and likewise by their stature and their appearance. They were of pure Polish 
blood, and all had black hair, high foreheads, black eyes, and aquiline noses. They traced 
their ancestors to the district of Dobrzyn in Mazovia and, though they had been settled 
in Lithuania for four hundred years, they preserved their Mazovian speech and customs. 
Whenever any one of them gave his son a name at baptism, he always chose the name of 
a saint of the Kingdom, either Bartholomew or Matthias. The women were all christened 
Kachna or Maryna. In order to distinguish themselves amid such confusion, both men 
and women took various nicknames. Thus Matthias DobrzyAski, who was the head of 
the whole family, had been called 'Cock-on-the-Steeple'. Later, after the year seventeen 
hundred and ninety-four, he changed his nickname and was dubbed 'Hand-on-Hip'; the 
Dobrzyriskis themselves also called him 'King Bunny';. . . 
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As Matthias ruled over the Dobrzynskis, so his house standing between the tavern and 
the church dominated the village. To all appearances it was inhabited by mere rabble. At 
the entrance the gateposts stood without gates, and the garden was neither fenced nor 
planted. Birches had grown up in the vegetable beds. Yet this old farmhouse seemed the 
'Capitol' of the village, for it was handsomer and more spacious than the other cottages, 
and on the right side, where the living room was placed, it was built of brick. Nearby 
were a storehouse, a granary, barn, cow shed, and stable, all close together, as is usually 
the case among the gentry. The whole was uncommonly old and decayed; the house-
roofs shone as if made of green tin, because of the moss and grass, which grew as luxu
riantly as on a prairie. The thatch of the barns drooped like hanging gardens, and was 
filled with plants, with nettles and the crimson crocus, with yellow mullen and the bright-
coloured tassels of mercury. In them were the nests of various birds. In the lofts were 
dovecotes; swallows' nests in the windows. White rabbits hopped about on the thresh
old, and burrowed in the untrodden turf. 

But of old it had been fortified! Everywhere there was plenty of evidence of great and 
ftequent attacks. Near the gateway in the grass there still lay an iron cannon ball, a relic 
of the Swedish invasion, as large as a child's head. In the yard, among the weeds and the 
wormwood, rose the old stumps of some dozen crosses, on unconsecrated ground, a sign 
that men lay here who had perished by sudden and unexpected death. When one looked 
closely at the storehouse, or at the granary, and cottage, one could see that the walls were 
riddled with holes from top to bottom, as with a swarm of black insects. In the centre of 
each hole sat a bullet, like a bumble-bee in its earthy burrow. Over the doors could be 
seen the coat of arms of the Dobrzynskis; but shelves of cheeses veiled the bearings, and 
swallows had walled them in thickly with their nests. 

The interior of the house, and of the stable and carriage-shed was as full of accou
trements as any old armoury. Under the roof hung four immense helmets, the ornaments 
of martial brows. Nowadays the birds of Venus, the doves, cooed and fed their young in 
them. In the stable, a great cuirass was stretched over the manger; a corslet of chain mail 
served as a chute through which the boy fed clover to the colts below. In the kitchen, a 
godless cook had spoiled the temper of several swords by sticking them in the oven instead 
of spits. She dusted her handmill with a Turkish horsetail, captured at Vienna . . .21 

A specific example of the petty nobility's distress is to be found in the 
unhappy history of Sielun in Mazovia, a district to the north of the Vistula, 
which was dominated by the estates of the Vicar of Plock. These estates, clus
tered in five keys round the castle of Sieluri, provided one of the richest ecclesi
astical livings in Poland and were invariably assigned as a sinecure to a rich, 
powerful, and absentee cleric. They entirely overshadowed the 2.9 villages of 
zascianki, which were scattered among them. After 1526, however, when 
Mazovia was fully integrated into the Republic, the nobility of Sielun sought to 
change the legal conditions on which their land was held, and to resist all fur
ther payment of rents and dues. The Vicar, defied by more than 700 families, 
stood to lose a substantial part of his income. The incumbent of the 1550s, the 
Revd. Michal Wolski, the future Bishop of Kujawy, was not prepared to con
cede. His armed gangs toured the villages, raiding houses, burning charters, and 
arresting anyone who looked to be heading for court. He used his ecclesiastical 
jurisdiction to prosecute resisters on trumped-up charges, and to hound them 
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from the district. Despite abundant evidence to the contrary, his lawyers argued 
that the men of Sielun did not belong to the noble estate and prevented them 
from appealing to the royal courts. In the space of several years, this galloping 
cleric, who rode to hounds while the people prayed in church, had established a 
parochial despotism which lasted for two centuries. In 1598, his successor, the 
Revd. Jedrzej Opalinski, son of the Grand Marshal of the Crown, assumed the 
title of 'Prince of Sielun', and required the local nobles to pay a 'tithe', assessed 
at the peasant rate of 1 zl. per wloka. For zoo years, the phrase 'szlachcic 
sielunski' (a nobleman of Sielun), became a term of derision, known throughout 
the Republic. Yet from 1750 onwards, litigation proceeded apace. In 1760, at the 
district court of Rozana, 215 persons from Sielun obtained a decision in 
confirmation of their nobility, only to find it referred to the Crown Tribunal 
(whose President, as it happened, was Bishop Stanislaw Miasecki, Vicar of 
Plock!). In 1767, the case went to the Sejm, in 1776 to the Tribunal once again, 
in 1791 back to the Sejm, and then to the King. Finally, on 29 November 1791 a 
Commission of Inquiry annulled all servitudes exacted from the nobility of 
Sielun. Yet the victors had only four years to enjoy their success. In 1795, at the 
Third Partition, Sielun was assigned to the Prussian Treasury; in 1807-13, to 
Marshal Ney; and in 1815 to Russia - by which time, all those litigants who set 
out to prove their noble rights in 1760, were almost certainly dead. So too was 
the noble Republic whose benefits they had striven so long to enjoy.22 

Given the great variety of economic interests within the noble estate, it might be 
expected that they had few attitudes in common. But this was not so. 
Throughout the duration of the Republic, the outlook of the Nobility displayed 
remarkable solidarity, especially on the three cardinal issues of noble status, of 
equality, and of the 'natural life'. 

The nobleman's belief in the exclusive quality of his own estate led to prac
tices which nowadays could only be described as an expression of Racism. 
Although the myth of blue blood was widespread in Europe, it usually referred 
to a tiny elite. In the Republic, it referred to perhaps ten per cent of the popu
lation, and had to be defended on a much wider front. All the specious argu
ments of history and religion which were later to be used by nationalist 
movements to differentiate the development of their own people, culture, and 
lands from that of 'foreigners', were used in an earlier period to strengthen the 
identification of the noble estate against the rest of society. Despite the contin
ual process of ennoblement, whereby burghers, peasants, Jews, and foreigners, 
were added to their ranks, the szlachta continued to pretend that they were 
biologically unique. There was no strong feeling about bastardy, intermarriage 
or miscegenation as such - only that the children of irregular unions should 
not have a claim to nobility. As Walerian Nekanda Trepka, writing in the 
1620s pu t it: 



THE NOBLEMAN'S PARADISE 1 8 1 

Balsam, when added to tar, ceases to be balsam but turns to tar; and tares, though sown 
in the finest field, will not become wheat.... So, if a noblewoman marries a peasant, she 
will certainly give birth to an ignoble child. For what purity can come from such impu
rity, what perfume from such a stench! It's a wise proverb: Nightingales are not born 
from owls.23 

Mikolaj Rej (c. 1505-69), poet and pundit, who had none of Trepka's fanatic
ism, likened the szlachta to the Cedars of Lebanon, taller and fairer than every
one else. 

Trepka (1584-1640), author of the Liber chamorum (Book of Hams), devoted 
a lifetime to defending the purity of the noble estate. He was a cuss and a crank 
of the most tiresome kind; but his book is a wonderful guide to the social atti
tudes of his day. In his early days, he had sued a number of acquaintances for 
ignobility, and was himself involved in various cases of kidnap, assault, horse
stealing, and minting. In 1630, having sold his family lands, he settled in 
Cracow, where he had nothing to nurse but his grievances. All the while, by 
examining court records, by travelling round the fairs and assemblies of the 
province, and by recording every piece of scandal or libel which came his way, 
he compiled a dossier on all the people he suspected of falsely parading as 
nobles. (Ham, the ignoble son of Noah, was taken to be the ancestor of all such 
rascals.) In his introduction, Trepka explains with no small spite how plebeians 
'screw their way' into the noble estate. The great magnates helped their clients 
to noble titles with impunity. The burghers of Cracow were all provided with 
fraudulent documents. Fathers, whose daughters insisted on marrying a peas
ant, preferred to adopt the son-in-law into the family clan than to risk a public 
blot on their escutcheon. Others simply added a -ski to their name, and hoped 
they would not be exposed. There was wide scope for enterprising blackmail. A 
'Ham' could count on finding a witness to his nobility, by threatening to bring 
a case of nagana against anyone who refused to oblige. Alternatively, he could 
arrange a spurious nagana against himself, which, when no witnesses came for
ward, would persuade the court to issue the required certification. It was, as 
Trepka well knew, a dirty game, and, from Abramowicz to Zyznanski, he rev
elled in it.24 

The relative value placed on the different estates was nicely calculated in the 
legal institution of 'Giowszczyzna' or 'Head-money' (Wergeld), which 
remained the normal practice for settling cases of assault and murder until the 
reforms of 1764. In such cases, the family of the aggrieved party was required to 
bring the body or the corpse to court within twelve weeks, or to demonstrate the 
nature of the injury (vulneratus, saucius, laesus, or concussus). On judging the 
evidence, the court would then order a fine against the accused in accordance 
with a tariff fixed by statute. These tariffs, like those of a modern insurance 
company, were calculated with coldblooded precision. In 1347, a statute from 
Wielkopolska put the price of a noble life at 30 groats; a noble nose, arm, or leg 
at 15; and a noble finger at 3; a dead peasant was costed at 6 groats, and 
an injured one at 11/2 By this reckoning, one dead nobleman was worth five 
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peasants. A noseless, legless, or armless peasant was thought to be worth one-
tenth of a nobleman who had met with similar misfortune. In 1547, a royal edict 
of Zygmunt-August increased the differentials. A noble life was valued at 60 zl., 
a commoner at 30, a soldier at 15, and a peasant at 10. On the face of it, the 
nobleman was now worth six peasants. But a rule which divided compensation 
for a peasant in the ratio of 6 for the widow, to 4 for the victim's lord, provokes 
further considerations. If a nobleman cared to murder one of his own peasants 
- and assuming that his own court would bother to make an award - he only 
stood to pay the difference between what he owed the widow, and what he 
could claim for himself. At 2 zl. net, this works out at thirty times less than the 
60 zl. involved if the roles of murderer and victim were reversed. In 1588, the 
fines were inflated still further, and prison sentences introduced. For the murder 
of a nobleman, the offender was to remain 58 weeks in a closed dungeon, and to 
pay a fine of 240 groats. If the offence was committed by use of a firearm, he was 
to undergo 116 weeks' arrest, and pay 480 groats. Legs, arms, eyes, and noses 
were priced at 120 groats each; blood wounds at 80, fingers at 30, and teeth at 
20. By now, no mention is made of peasant victims. Presumably no one thought 
of taking such trifles to court.25 

Murder, in effect, was considered somewhat less serious than other types of 
offence. Noblemen, who always carried a sword, were expected to fend for 
themselves. Murder was considered a fair risk. But rape and false pretences were 
not. In 1448, a Mazovian statute provided the death sentence for the rape of a 
noblewoman by a commoner, and a fine of 60 groats for the rape of a com
moner. (By this score, one raped noblewoman was worth two dead noblemen at 
the old rate; and the hymen of a peasant girl was ten times more valuable than 
the life of her father.) A person who maliciously initiated a fraudulent nagana 
was punished in Poland with decapitation, in Lithuania by flogging. A corpse, 
falsely masquerading as the remains of a murder victim, was liable to earn its 
presenter the same sentence as the murderer.26 

The Polish belief in nobility caused widespread comment abroad. Daniel 
Defoe, writing in London in 1728, cited Venice and Poland as being 'the two 
particular countries where the notions of nobility in blood are at this time car
ried to the highest and most ridiculous extreme': 

In Poland this vanity of birth is carry'd up to such a monstrous extravagance that the 
name of gentleman and the title of a Starost, a Palatine, or a Castollan gives the man a 
superiority over all the vassals or common people, infinitely greater than that of King or 
Emperor, reigning over them with more absolute Power, and making them more miser
able than the subjects either of the Grand Seignior or the Cham of Tartary, insomuch 
that they trample on the poorer people as dogs and frequently murder them: and when 
they do are accountable to nobody . . . 

For take the nobility and gentry of POLAND . . . as they appear in history; in the first 
place, they are the most haughty, imperious, insulting people in the world. A very valu
able historian of our times sayes they are proud, insolent, obstinate, passionate, furious. 
These are indeed the born gentlemen . . . 
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Yet if you should ask a Polander what he is he would tell you he is a gentleman of 
Poland; and so much so they value themselves upon the name, that they think they are 
abov being tyed to the rules of honour which are the onely constituting laws of gentle
men. Nay they support themselves in doing the foulest and blackest things . . . and expect 
allowance even from Heaven itself on account of their birth and quallity: an eminent 
instance of which we have in an infamous wretch, a Captain Vratz, a Polander, who in 
cold blood assassinated an English gentlemen, Thomas Thynne Esqre, shooting him into 
the body in his coach with a musqueteer loaded with 7 bullets; and who, the day before 
he was to be hanged for it, when he was spoken with by the minister to prepare himself 
for death, answered that he did not doubt but God would have some respect to him as a 
gentleman.27 

To be fair, Defoe added that these 'ill quallityes' were matched by virtues, espe
cially in the field of education. He was specially impressed by the currency of 
Latin culture in Poland. 'A man who can speak Latin', he reported, 'may travel 
from one end of Poland to another as familiarly as if he was born in the coun
try. Bless us! What would a gentleman do that was to travel through England 
and could speak nothing but Latin . . . I must lament his condition.' 

Once the szlachta had become a closed, hereditary estate, all means of access 
to it were jealously guarded. Although during the Republic the King retained the 
prerogative of ennoblement, the Sejm insisted on ever closer controls. In 1578, 
it ruled that the King could not create knighthoods except when the Sejm was in 
session, or when prowess was rewarded on the battlefield. In 1601, it ruled that 
no ennoblement was valid without the Sejm's ratification, or, in the case of a 
peasant, without the consent of his lord. In 1641, it extended its competence to 
grants of nobility to foreigners, in the so-called 'indygenat', and it revived the 
semi-noble category of 'scartahellus', whose family could only obtain full polit
ical rights in the third generation. In 1775 the possession of land was made a 
prior condition for all new entrants to the noble estate. 

The incidence of ennoblement, in consequence, was not very great. The num
ber of royal creations recorded between 1569 and 1696 did not exceed two 
thousand - which is far less than the number of families which adopted noble 
status by illegal means. Only in the eighteenth century, when Saxon clients, 
magnatial servants, and Jewish converts were received into the nobility en 
masse, was the Nobility legally enlarged on a substantial scale. 

Grants of indygenat or 'naturalization' were equally limited. The candidates 
were required to submit proof of their service to the Republic, together with a 
certificate of nobility issued by a foreign court, also to swear an oath of alle
giance, and to buy land. Most of them were connected in some way with the 
Court - as the King's officers, doctors, apothecaries, tutors, architects, secre
taries, interpreters, cooks, bastards, or even, in the case of Joachim Pastorius 
von Hirtenberg, as the King's historian. Under the Jagiellons they were mainly 
Italian; under Stefan Batory, they included a number of Magyars and 
Transylvanians; under the Vasas, Swedes and Livonians; under Augustus II and 
III a wave of Saxons; and under Stanislaw-August, a flood of Russians. There 
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were plenty of Germans, and a steady stream of Irish and Scots. The latter, like 
Jakub Butler (1617), 'Henry de Gordon' (1658), 'Hugo O'Kelly' (1673), 
Archibald Patrick Middleton (1768), or Joseph Foresyth (1793), were mainly 
soldiers. An occasional Englishman appears from time to time, like Mr Corry 
Frevort, Consul at Danzig (1773), and a single solitary American, Stanislaw-
August's secretary, Littlepage. The ceremonies of indygenat often took place 
during the Coronation Sejm at the beginning of the reign, where one of the can
didates would be chosen as eques aureatus or 'Golden Knight' to lead the band 
of fortunates. In the eighteenth century, they were enlivened with the whiff of 
an auction. In 1764, Pierre Raucour, a Jewish banker from Paris, long estab
lished in Warsaw, paid 126,666 zl., 20 groszy, for the elevation of himself and 
his three sons.28 

The concern of the Nobility for their status vis-a-vis the rest of society was 
matched by their mania for equality among themselves. In a land where such 
extremes of fortune prevailed, it may seem odd that anyone should even have 
talked of equality. In fact, from the psychological point of view, the pursuit of 
equality was an essential antidote to the real state of affairs. It was a defence 
mechanism, a social lubricant, which enabled the szlachta to stand together and 
face the world outside. It was a beautiful fiction, a cult — which provided the 
basic rules of political and social life for at least three centuries. From the very 
earliest days of the Republic, and before, all attempts at differentiating between 
the high and the low were fiercely resisted. In 1537, in the so-called Wojna 
Kokosza or 'War of the Chickens' - so called, because the soldiery consumed all 
the poultry of Red Ruthenia - the mutinous feudal host rejected proposals to 
create an upper caste as in neighbouring Bohemia, or in Germany. In 1569, in 
the Act of Union itself, the titles of the Lithuanian princes had to be confirmed, 
for without it the Union would not have been agreed; but it was ruled that 
henceforth no one should adopt new titles or use a foreign title within the fron
tiers of the Republic. In 1638, in view of numerous contraventions, and again in 
1641, 1673, and 1678, the Sejm banned titulation on pain of infamy. In 1699, 
when the noble deputies realized that phrases such as szlachta mniejsza (the 
lesser nobility) and szlachta wieksza (the greater nobility) had crept into the 
minutes of the Sejm, they ordered them to be struck from the record as words 
contra aequalitatem (contrary to the principle of equality).29 

Elaborate social manners were designed to reinforce egalitarian ideas. In pub
lic, Polish noblemen were used to address each other as 'Panie Bracie' ('My Lord 
Brother'). In the army, everyone was Towarzysz'( 'Comrade'). Among acquaint
ances, people talked in the third person, using 'Wasza Milosc' or 'Wasc' ('Your 
Love'), or 'Wacpan' (Wasza Milosc, Panie), in the way that Spaniards use 
'listed' or the Italians 'Lei'. Even in the family, parents were accustomed ' to 
Waszmosc their children, and children their parents. Only at a public execution 
was a nobleman addressed as 'Ty' ( 'Thou'), and that as a sign of equality with 
the hangman. Noblemen customarily greeted each other with kisses on the 
cheeks, on the hands, on the shoulder, or even on the belly. This was a sign of 
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mutual respect and submission. Children greeted their parents kneeling - sons 
on one knee, daughters on both. 

Equality was practised between the sexes. Noblewomen enjoyed the same 
rights of property and inheritance as noblemen, and did not feel dependent. The 
herod-baba or 'wild woman' has a long record in both history and literature. 

The principle of equality may have required that all formal titles be banned. 
From the practical point of view, however, the ban was frequently circum
vented. From the start, all the noblemen who signed the Union of Lublin with a 
handle to their name were permitted to keep it. This let in all the 'Princes of the 
Blood' from Lithuania, and a whole host of families who had accepted titles 
from abroad. Although the Kings were not permitted to grant titles to Polish 
subjects, they could do so to foreigners. Zygmunt-August conferred lands and 
titles in Livonia in this way. Stefan Batory continued to make grants in 
Transylvania, and the Polish Vasas issued putative titles to Scandinavian lands. 
Augustus II rewarded dozens of his natural sons with earldoms in Poland, whilst 
Stanislaw-August dispensed Polish baronies to his Russian mentors. 

In addition to such genuine titles, and a host of more doubtful ones, there 
were subtler means of underlining one's status. The magnates drew special pres
tige from the offices of state. To be called 'Wojewoda', 'Kasztelan', or 'Starosta' 
- or to bask in the kudos of 'Marshal of the Crown' or 'Grand Hetman of 
Lithuania' - was no less substantial than to be a prince or a count. There also 
appeared an informal hierarchy of attributes, used mainly in correspondence. 
Everyone knew that nobilis or szlachetny meant 'noble-but-without-
significance'. It was used in disparagement of the landless and office-less. 
Generosus was more complimentary, and. referred to office-holders. 
Magnificus or even illustrissimus, once reserved for royal persons, was applied 
to magnates whose favours were seriously solicited. 

The Nobility's horror of orders of chivalry was more feigned than real. In 
1634, Wladyslaw IV's project for launching the 'Order of the Immaculate 
Conception' with seventy belted knights, was intended as a step towards a per
manent Catholic monarchist party. It was opposed by the Sejm and had to be 
dropped. But the introduction in 1705 by August II of the 'Order of the White 
Eagle' raised no opposition whatever. By the middle of the century, the Saxon 
ministers were selling membership at 10,000 zl. a head. In 1765, Stanislaw-
August introduced the new 'Order of Saint Stanislaw' and used it to reward 
some hundreds of his supporters. By the 1790s his chamberlain was selling tick
ets for this at 95 ducats each. In effect, the only respectable Order in the 
Republic's history was the 'Virtuti Militari' of 1792.. It was used to honour men 
who had distinguished themselves in the Russian War of 1791-2, and was pre
dictably suppressed by command of Catherine the Great. 

The Nobility's last great obsession was for the land. The pursuit of the 'natural 
life' was indeed common to all the landowning classes of Europe; but in Poland it 
formed a specially intense and sentimental trait. In the Republic, the distances 
were greater than in Western Europe, and the localities still more isolated. Feeling 
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for the local community was strong, and for the national community weak. In con
ditions of deepening economic regression, the nobleman was inclined to stay at 
home, to manage his farm, and to count his blessings. Cut off from the outside 
world, he was deeply convinced that the rest of mankind lived in squalor. Despite 
their many and obvious faults, the szlachta undoubtedly succeeded in creating a 
powerful sense of local solidarity, which in the record of literature clearly tri
umphs over meaner considerations. The natural life was one of the favourite 
themes of Poland's first great vernacular poet, himself the squire of Czarnolas: 
What could be more simple, or more sincere, than his ode To a Linden Tree'?: 

Dear Guest, sit down beneath my leaves and take your rest. 
The sun will not strike you there, I do insist, 
Though it beat from its noonday height, and its direct rays 
Should pierce such scattered shade as a tree bestows. 
There, a cooling breeze is always blowing from the field; 
There, nightingales and blackbirds their tuneful tales unfold. 
It's from my fragrant blossom that the tireless bees 
Take the honey, which later ennobles your lordly feasts; 
Whilst I, by my soft murmurs, can easily contrive 
That gentle sleep should overtake the unsuspecting fugitive. 
It's true, I bear no fruit; but in my master's eyes 
My worth exceeds the richest scion of the Hesperides. 

Or his elegy, to 'The Merry Village'?: 

Sweet village! peace and joy's retreat! 
O who shall tune thy praise to song? 
O who shall make a music, meet 
Thy smiles, thy pleasures to prolong? 
Bliss dwells within thy solitude, 
Which selfish avarice never stains, 
Where thought and habit make us good 
And sweet contentment gilds our gains.30 

Two hundred years later, Bishop Naruszewicz was expressing the same senti
ments exactly: 

I do not care for pomp and ostentation. 
A well-stocked farm is my ambition. 
When doing business with a peasant 
I have the greatest entertainment. 
Better friends I could not know, 
Than my team of oxen yoked to the plough. 
All titles 
Are empty vessels. 
O virtuous countryside! May your name 
Be blessed with burgeoning fame. 
I am yours. You are mine, 
My treasure, my anodyne.31 
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Social harmony was an essential ingredient of the nobleman's idyll. The fre
quent protestations of mitosc braterska or 'fraternal love' between members of the 
nobility were matched by constant appeals for charity and understanding towards 
the other social groups. The noble toast of 'Kochajmy Sie' (Let us love one 
another!) was raised at innumerable gatherings across the centuries. Not only was 
it an expression of deep attachment to Christian principles, but it was also a call 
to alleviate social conflicts. If rank and fortune were determined by God, it was 
none the less the duty of Man, and of noblemen in particular, to heal social antag
onisms and to succour the oppressed. Already in the sixteenth century, Mikolaj 
Rej, 'the mouthpiece of the middle nobility', had stressed the point in his famous 
Krotka rozprawa miedzy partem, wojtem, a plebanem (A Short Discussion 
between a Squire, a Village Headman, and a Priest). Nobility, he emphasized, is a 
moral quality, whose privileges can only be justified by an exemplary display of 
honesty, godliness, moderation, and duty. A nobleman's strength lies in the love of 
his serfs. It may not have been an original thought: Nobilitas sola est atque unica 
virtus. But it was a necessary reminder. Even in the nineteenth century, the ultra-
conservative writer, Kajetan Kozmian (1771-1856), was still looking back to these 
same traditions as the ultimate guide to national salvation. Love for one's neigh
bour was no less a noble virtue than love of the land and of Nature: 

You, who by innocent taste or blissful destiny 
Are inclined to love the fields and farms of the country, 
Whether you dwell behind some stately gates, or in a lowly tenement 
May you seek the happiness of others, and find your own content. 
There is no need for riches, nor yet for undue exertion. 
The pathway of charity will lead you to its own destination. 
May the deeds of your right hand fulfil what your hearts decree. 
The merry faces of a village are its fairest property. 
Moderation is a supreme good, and a virtue, but the golden chains 
Of unrestrained freedom add little comfort to the prisoner's pains.32 

In recent years, the szlachta's views on social harmony have been dismissed as 
humbug. One writer has denounced them as 'a panegyric to vegetation'. 'Love', 
he writes, 'is an ideological ornamentation of the landed nobility. Its basis is to 
be found in a class interest threatened by the magnates, by the higher clergy, and 
by the land-hungry petty nobility.'33 Certainly, one cannot deny that the gap 
between the ideal and the reality was enormous. To modern eyes, it may seem 
monstrous that people who were notoriously cruel to their serfs and openly con
temptuous of burghers and Jews, could at the same time profess the tenets of 
universal love and reconciliation. The incomparable Jan Pasek, for example, 
when he caught a peasant snaring rabbits without permission, unceremoniously 
ordered the wretched poacher to eat the wretched rabbit alive. His apparent 
indifference to the humanity of his serfs stands in marked contrast to the extra
vagant affection extended to his pet otter.34 Common cruelty was an established 
feature of social life. Faced with the congenital idleness, drunkenness, 
and pilfering of the peasantry, the nobleman frequently replied with ferocious 
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impositions and punishments. The lash and the knout were the accepted sym
bols of noble authority. The serfs were beaten for leaving the estate without 
permission, for brawls and misdemeanours, and for non-observance of religious 
practices. A dungeon, together with chains, shackles, stocks, hooks, and instru
ments of torture, were part of the regular inventory. In cases of incorrigible theft 
or insubordination, the death sentence in a variety of forms was readily applied. 
Although judicial forms were usually observed - Magdeburg Law in some 
medieval settlements, and customary law in most Polish villages - there was lit
tle to prevent the lord from indulging his fantasies. It was all but impossible in 
a peasant family for the boys to refuse demands for extra labour and for the girls 
to resist service 'in the House' or the insidious droit de seigneur. 

In the Nobility's defence, it must be admitted that they were fully aware of 
their faults. Rej initiated a strong tradition of social satire which took perman
ent root in Polish literature. His Krotka rozprawa . . . is full of exquisite obser
vations on the inconsequentialities of the nobleman's conduct. When the Lord 
has finished decrying the clergy, and the Rector the nobility, the peasant 
Headman gives them both an exemplary lesson in fortitude and cheerfulness: 

And yet, in this lowly estate of mine 
I'm no less merry than a palatine. 
For here in our fleeting life on earth 
We've far fewer worries to spoil our mirth, 
Like all honest persons, I keep to my place; 
And other men's matters don't trouble my ease. 
So what, if poverty brings me low? 
I'll bear it while I'm here below; 
And when the order comes to leave 
How shall I then have cause to grieve? 
I won't shed a tear for the sweet hereafter, 
But fly like a sparrow out of the rafter.15 

A century later, Krzysztof Opalinski savagely condemned the treatment of the 
serfs, seeing it as the cause of God's wrath so manifestly visited on a sinful 
Republic: 

As I understand it, God does not punish Poland for nothing, 
But chiefly for the harsh oppression visited on the serfs, 
Which is worse than slavery: as if the peasant 
Were not your neighbour, nor even a person. 
My heart sinks, and I shudder to reflect 
On that oppression, which outweighs pagan bondage. 
For God's sake, have you Poles lost your minds completely? 
Your whole welfare, your supply of food, the wealth you amass, 
All derives from your serfs. It is their hands which feed you; 
And still you treat them with such cruelty.36 

Even Kozmian, whose opposition to all forms of national and social liberation 
was complete, did not hesitate to castigate the condition of the nobility's 
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dependants. 'The cattle live like people', he wrote, 'and the common people like 
cattle.' 

The charge against the szlachta therefore is that their social relationships 
were both sentimental and vicious at one and the same time; that their outlook 
towards the other estates was characterized by a contradictory mixture of real 
concern and cruel contempt; that they loved their serfs, and flogged them. It is a 
nice paradox. Class analysis suggests that whilst the floggings were real, the love 
was a sham. A glimpse at human nature suggests otherwise. Love and Hate are 
frequent companions. They represent opposite extremes of the same emotional 
response to the bonds of mutual dependence. They appear together in the expe
riences of marriage partners, and of parents and children, and in the life of most 
known institutions. They are strongest when prevailing circumstances preclude 
any easy means of escape. It is not at all surprising that they should appear 
together in the everyday life of a rigid, unchanging society. 

Throughout these centuries, the real enemy was apathy. In a system where the 
Golden Freedom forced no one into civic responsibilities, it was all too easy for 
noblemen to cultivate their estates and to revel in their petty, private concerns. 
Social reform was as impossible to introduce as absolute government. The most a 
sensitive man could do was to reflect on the discrepancy between the world around 
him and the Christian religion which almost all professed, and to pour cold water 
on the idyllic fantasies which so many cherished. When remonstrations ran dry, 
the satirists invited the nobility to chuckle, and by chuckling, to awake to their true 
condition. The Arian, Wactaw Potocki, added a note of truly apocalyptic irony: 

The world sleeps, besotted with wine, and dims its eyes, 
Whilst the Babylonian whore fills up the glass, and the Devil 

conspires. 
The world, for all its abominations, sleeps like a dead tree, 
Made drunk with wine from the press of God's fury. 
The Devil stands at his post, so that no one awakes, 
Warning with his finger from afar; he even drugs the dogs, 
Having first set drink before them in a great bowl 
To make them sleep; lest any in the temple should howl, 
Even with uncomprehending voice. If one so much 
As turns its greedy snout, he throws it crusts of bread. 
Whoever should shout aloud, like the Hound in the Wood, 
Is a heretic, to be walled up for life in a cloister, 
Or beheaded, or burned at the stake. What? Disturb the world's 
Lovely dream? Let him test his jaws on the executioner! 
Others sing with the Sirens, and sweetly play their harps 
So that the world should sleep more soundly - and he barks!37 

The life-style of twenty generations cannot be described in a thumb-nail sketch. 
It is one thing to quote the Memoirs of figures like Jan Chrystostom Pasek or to 
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paint the splendours of a Radziwill; it is another to imply that partial glimpses 
are somehow representative of the whole.38 

The nobleman's residence was the public advertisement of his rank and for
tune. Whether hovel or palace, it was easily distinguished from the homes of his 
non-noble neighbours - by the provision of the obligatory porch, courtyard, and 
gateway: by the display of ornamentation incorporating the owner's coat of 
arms, and by the characteristic luxury of the internal furnishings. The typical 
country manor or dwor consisted of a long, one-storied timber construction, 
with high, steep roof and low eaves, and was surrounded by domestic outbuild
ings of similar profile. The tradition of building in wood was pursued even by 
wealthy noblemen whose magnificent pine or oaken houses, covered in intricate 
carving, constituted such notorious fire risks. As the Papal Nuncio, Malaspina, 
once remarked, he had never seen 'such beautiful stacks of fire-wood'. Stone 
was customarily reserved for fortifications which often took the form of separ
ate bastions or enclosures set apart from the regular residence. Stone castles of 
medieval vintage were to be found throughout Poland and Lithuania, but espe
cially in western and northern areas which came under German influence. 
Examples still stand at Bolkow (Bolkenhain) in Silesia, at Czorstyn on the 
Dunajec, and at Czersk and Ciechanow in Mazovia. The latest, and perhaps 
the finest castle of all, the fortified pentagon at Krzyztopor constructed for the 
Ossolinskis, was never inhabited. Completed in 1644, it was burned by the 
invading Swedes eleven years later, and left as an imposing ruin from that day 
to this. To the modern eye the happiest blend of styles occurred in Poland 
during the Renaissance period when the strength of turrets, battlements, and 
crenellations was complemented by the elegance of cupolas, arcades, and roofs, 
and by the exquisite details in the architraves of windows and doors, and 
sculpted medallions and mouldings. Although modest in size, the palaces of the 
Leszczynski at Baranow and of the Krasicki at Krasiczyn are gems of their kind. 
In the eighteenth century, the more grandiose follies of aristocratic builders, 
each aspiring to his own Versailles, reflected foreign rather than native taste. 
Scattered throughout the broad Polish countryside, and surrounded by the 
thatched and wattled homesteads of their less affluent noble brothers, the 
Branicki at Bialystok, the Oginski at Slonim, the Poniatowski at Jablonna, and 
above all the Czartoryski at Pulawy, raised lasting monuments to the social 
supremacy of the magnatial oligarchy. 

Internal furnishings were not merely functional. The massive willow table, a 
few green-painted benches, a cupboard, a chest of drawers, a bed, and the fam
ily chest were often the only items of furniture. Windows of green glass, or more 
frequently of waxed canvas, kept out the weather; a candelabra of brass or horn 
hung from the carved ceiling; and a huge stove of rough earthenware, or even of 
porcelain or alabaster, provided warmth in winter. The decorations however, 
were elaborate. The walls were covered with tapestries, rugs, and gaudy Italian 
coltrine. Persian and Turkish carpets were highly prized. Ancient weapons and 
hunting trophies hung in places of honour to stress the noble virtues. In rich 
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men's houses, 'sztukwarkowy' furniture imported from Danzig, oil paintings of 
the ancestors, mosaics, plaster ceilings, objets d'art, musical instruments, and 
materials of superior craftsmanship of every sort — silver, marble, rosewood, 
velvet, and cloth-of-gold — emphasized the owners' ambitions. In the palaces of 
magnates, libraries, private chapels, theatres, and even in the case of the 
Branickis at Bialystok a complete opera-house, proclaimed the master's cultural 
excellence. 

Styles of dress observed similar priorities. It was important that the nobleman 
and noblewoman should display their quality. For the man, weapons were car
ried well into the eighteenth century - a sabre when outside, a dagger at his belt 
indoors. The thigh-length leather boots, so admired by Henry Valois, struck a 
pose of manliness and chivalry. The ankle-length house-smock, or zupan, the 
sleeveless waistcoat or delia, and the huge, flared over-coat or kontusz, kept the 
trousers hidden from view. The close-fitting cap in Poland, and the tall, fur 
kolpak in Lithuania, provided the normal headgear. For the woman, floor-
length robes were in fashion across the centuries. All authorities agree that the 
use of sable fur was a traditional Polish fashion for both sexes. Sable was used 
for trimmings, for linings, and in the form of soroki or bundles of 'forty skins' 
for winter coats. It was widely remarked, also, that gold and jewels were pub
licly worn in uncommon quantities, as fastenings, pins, brooches, links, clusters, 
and as every form of decoration. Poverty-stricken noblemen would rather starve 
than part with their heirlooms. In common with the nobility elsewhere in 
Europe, outward splendour contrasted with contempt for underwear. In 1620, 
the Queen of England, who made a close inspection of the Polish ambassador's 
infant son, was surprised to find that under the suit of cloth-of-gold he was 
devoid of linen. 

Male hair-styles tended to be exotic. In distinction to Muscovite habits, full-
grown beards were rarely cultivated. In the sixteenth century, the clean-shaven, 
close-cropped, 'Joan of Arc' look was in fashion: in the seventeenth century, 'the 
Tartar look' which was attained by shaving all the head save one long tuft of 
hair in the middle. Zygmunt III favoured the Spanish style of close trimmed 
beard and moustache. Sobieski sported the handlebar whiskers copied by many 
of his subjects. In the eighteenth century, extravagant powdered wigs on the 
German model never penetrated far beyond court circles. Pigtails and curls, 
gradually gave way to Roman styles 'a la Titus' , or 'a la Caracalla'. Fashions 
were largely dictated by the fact that soldiering, private or public, remained one 
of the szlachta's principal occupations. 

Religious observances were strictly kept. In the age of faith, religion was seen 
as the guardian of the social order and by extension of the ideals and privileges 
of the nobility. It was the most natural thing in the world for the nobleman to 
thank God for his good fortune in public, and, as was customary during the 
recital of the Creed, to stand with upraised sword in defence of the Faith. 

The Nobility participated in a great variety of religious celebrations. Special 
attention was paid in Poland to Lady Day (2 February) with the associated cults 
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of Saints Blaise and Agatha; to Whitsuntide; and to Corpus Christi. On 
Ascension Day, the figure of Christ would be fastened to the Church steeple 
whilst an effigy of Satan was cast to the ground below. On Ash Wednesday, girls 
of marriageable age who had failed to find a husband were harnessed to a log, 
and, after being paraded in public, were disposed of at a mock auction. At 
Corpus Christi, it was customary to fire off pistols, or if one was well equipped, 
a brace of cannon. Whitsuntide, known in Poland as Zielone Swiqtki (The 
Green Holiday), was regarded as the festival of farmers and shepherds. On the 
Wednesday before Easter, Judas was ceremoniously drowned in a sack in every 
village pond. Maundy Thursday was the day for charitable donations. Easter 
Monday saw an annual battle of the sexes, at which men and women drenched 
each other with buckets of cold water. Pre-Christian festivals also survived. At 
the end of June, the countryside was ablaze with bonfires which were lit in hon
our of the Sun and of Love. This was one of the few occasions in the year when 
the szlachta mixed freely with the peasantry, and avoided holding their celebra
tions apart. 

Whilst estate-management inevitably took up most of the nobleman's time, 
relaxation was most commonly found in hunting. Foxes and hares were coursed 
with greyhounds; bears were hunted with nets; wolves, which were regarded as 
vermin, were trapped in pits baited with a goose or a duck; bison were usually 
attacked by a ring of riders armed with bows and firearms. Martin Kromer, 
describing an organized bison hunt in Podolia, reveals several features strikingly 
reminiscent of a Spanish corrida: 

. . . Meanwhile, one of the hunters, assisted by powerful hounds, approaches and draws 
the bison round and round the tree, playing it and teasing it until it drops from its wounds 
or just from sheer exhaustion. Should the hunter falter whilst taking aim, or otherwise 
be threatened by danger, his colleagues distract the bison by waving large red capes, since 
red is a colour which drives it to a fury. Thus tormented, the bison releases the first man, 
and attacks the next one who is then able to finish it off.'9 

Sociability was one of the szlachta's most marked characteristics. The enter
taining was of an earthy sort, where carousing and crapulence took their usual 
toll, and where an evening out was as likely as not to end in an uninhibited 
brawl: 

Once some relations of my wife's mother came to visit us - Pan Stanislaw Szembek, the 
Deputy Starosta of Cracow, and Pan Franciszek Zelecki. They came with a kinsman of 
theirs called Kardowski, who was a frightful drunkard. I was glad to see them, but was 
much irritated by that Kardowski, for he was continually insulting the Mazovians, say
ing that they are born blind, and born under an evil star, and so on. The others, mightily 
enjoying it, encouraged him. In fact, they had dragged him there specially in order to 
tease me. When a calf s head was brought on to the table, he said it was 'the Mazovian 
Pope', and when he saw the pastry beneath the veal, he said it was made from 'Mazovian 
communion wafers'. In short, he provoked me greatly . . . After supper, Szembek began 
to dance, and it wasn't long before they were all dancing the polonez. Then, standing in 
the line of the dance, Kardowski began to croon: 
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'After munching their birdseed porridge, our Mazovians 
Have salty beards, which they dunk in their beer . . .'; 

and he repeated the ditty several times over until at last I lost patience. As Zelecki was 
not very big, I was able to pick him up in my arms like a child, and, everyone thought I 
was doing it out of affection. But just when Kardowski was breaking once more into 
song, I suddenly pushed past him and butted him hard in the chest with Zelecki: Though 
apparently as strong as an oak, he was felled at one blow, and, falling backwards, hit his 
head on a bench and passed out. Zelecki, too, was unable to stand, as I had knocked him 
against Kardowski with all my might. 

And so to sword! Turning to Szembek, I put my blade to his fat belly. 'Stop,' he yells, 
'what are you blaming me for?' And the other two are still out cold. 'You need your 
throats cut,' I say. 'You came here to drink a toast, and have been tickling my nose with 
that drunkard all day, and I won't stand any more.' Then the ladies jumped up, shouting 
'Stop it! Stop it!' And we left each other alone. We picked up Zelecki from the floor, and 
tried to sober up Kardowski by pouring vodka into his nose and between his teeth. They 
ran to get the barber-surgeon, since he had cut his head open. Szembek and Zelecki went 
to bed. After that, I fortified myself with spirit for a laugh, and ordered a round for my 
servants. My men played some merry pranks on the drunken retainers of our guests, who 
were lying around the rooms like so much dead wood. They smeared their whiskers with 
various foul materials, and stuffed lighted matches up their noses. Next morning, we all 
apologized to each other; and ever since, as often as they have visited me, they have 
always conducted themselves seriously, and modestly . . . and have treated me with 
greater respect.40 

In spite of such minor interruptions, one of the szlachta's favourite proverbs 
remained: lGosc w dom, Bog w dom' (When a guest enters the house, God 
enters also). 

The earthiness of social life was perfectly compatible with a noticeable taste 
for bawdy, of which Polish literature could boast a wide repertoire. Among oth
ers, Mikolaj Rej, the moralist, the publicist of true nobility, did not omit to com
pose a collection of rude rhymes for the amusement of his noble readers and as 
an exercise in the vernacular for himself. His Figliki (Little Frolics) of 1562 was 
written with Chaucerian relish: 

There once was a rector, preparing to baptize 
A child and to anoint the infant's eyes, 
Who asked an old woman, as he mixed the balm, 
If she would add some dust to the spittle in his palm. 
But as she stooped to gather up the dust, 
She let fly a fart propelled with cruel thrust. 
Said the priest, 'O Holy Grace! 
See what praiseworthy power it doth impart! 
A devil has leapt from that lowly place, 
Where he tarried so long. I knew it from the start.' 
The lady replied, 'Don't look at me, 
Dear Prelate; it was the babe.' Said he, 
'Yes, I know - it doesn't matter a bit; 
You can go in a minute and have a holy shit.'41 
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And there was the girl who believed in dragons: 

When news arrived from Hungary that dragons were still alive 
And flying around, a certain young maid did contrive 
To believe it. She told her friends how the terrible beasts 
Had the heads of cats, and the lengthy necks of geese. 
A lad explained: 'I've heard much stranger things. 
There are plenty of dragons not far from here. They don't have wings: 
But their knobs are very cat-like, and goose-like their necks; 
They wear baggy trousers which hang down like sacks, 
With a groat in each pocket; and they only lie low 
And are content, when capped with a sprinkling of snow.'42 

Dancing was generally acknowledged as one of the Polish graces. In contrast 
to the jovial romps of the peasantry, where the dancers leap high in the air, the 
favourite dance of the nobility was undoubtedly the polonez (Polonaise), or as 
it was originally known until exported abroad, the 'Great Dance'. It was danced 
in a circle, unhurriedly, and with an easy lilting step and demanded precise 
attention to the rhythm and tempo. Some foreigners, thinking it lacked passion, 
likened it to a 'strolling conversation', but on closer acquaintance were much 
impressed by its subtlety and elegance. 'Je n'ai vu jamais rien de plus grave, de 
plus doux, ni de plus respectueux,' recorded the Frenchman, Laboureur, in 
1645. 

The szlachta were inordinately fond of ceremony for ceremony's sake. They 
were specially addicted to processions, where they could dress up in their finery 
and strut in peacock-displays of their wealth and quality. In 1583, for example, 
a 'maskarada' was held in the city square of Cracow to mark the marriage of Jan 
Zamoyski and Gryzelda Bathory. It depicted the victory of the bride's royal 
father over Ivan the Terrible: 

The procession began when Mikolaj Wolski, the Crown Swordbearer, rode out from the 
courtyard of the inn 'Pod Baranami'. He and his escort were dressed in Moorish costume. 
An huge elephant ambled along in the retinue, showering rockets and fireworks from the 
tower which it carried on its back. 

Behind that, Mikolaj Zebrzydowski emerged on a carriage pulled by children repre
senting the hours - twelve in black representing the Night, and twelve in white the Day. 
They had clocks on their heads, and stars on their backs. A grey-bearded Saturn also rode 
on the carriage, grasping a scythe. Another figure with a clock on his head in personation 
of Time, walked behind, and after him a couple more representing the Sun and Moon. 

Next the third float appeared, led by Stanislaw Minski, driving an azure carriage con
veyed on four spheres. This contraption was covered by a 'cloud', masterfully made from 
a cotton sheet, and drawn by three eagles. It emitted terrifying claps of thunder from all 
sides, and was surmounted by Jove clutching his flash of lightning. Fortunately, when 
real fire broke out in the cloud, the 'Thunder-bearer' was able to jump clear, and the fire 
was extinguished. 

After Jove marched a company of knights on foot, dressed in ancient costume. 
Preceded by resplendent trumpeters, and each accompanied by his personal squire, with 
banners unfurled, they followed their captains under a mobile triumphal arch. 
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Next came a 'Victory Car' displaying the effigies of hostile countries, and carrying 
prisoners of war and captured booty. A woman walked alongside representing the 
province of Livonia over which the war had been fought. At her feet lay the conquered 
foe. After that, four white horses pulled a chariot to which the Enemy was shackled, 
together with his defeated generals, officers and people at large. A placard made fun of 
the boastful epithets which he had used before the war had started. The whole float was 
surrounded by white-haired old men, carrying sweet-smelling censers. They represented 
the decline and lethargy of the Enemy's power. 

The fourth group consisted of a hunting-party led by Stanislaw Zolkiewski as Diana. 
This was a sign of our soldiers' relaxation after the toils of war. 

The fifth and last group was headed by Joachim Ocieski, Starosta of Olsztyn, seated 
on a wagon in the guise of Cupid among singing choristers. 

Venus rode behind, drawn by a pair of whales, whose jaws, nostrils, and eyes emitted 
clouds of aromatic oil. A bevy of goddesses dressed in gold were dragging a reluctant 
Paris with them, having bound him with rope. An orchestra went in front, and amidst 
great merriment, Venus was handing out apples to couples in the crowd, whilst silver 
thalers were continually scattered among the expectant onlookers . . .43 

In winter, the kulig or 'sleigh-party' provided a suitable outlet for social ener
gies. A train of sleighs, pulled by horses and filled with people bedecked in furs 
and finery, would set off through the snow on a tour of the district. Led by the 
bachelors of the party, with music playing from the leading sleigh and bells jin
gling in the crisp air, they would proceed from house to house. At every stop 
they drank the health of the host, and pressed the girls of the household to join 
them. At some point, a longer halt was called, and a ball or banquet improvised. 
Then in the night, with the revellers holding flaming brands aloft to light their 
way, the revellers would return home. 

As many of these instances show, the extravagance of the szlachta in matters 
of taste was both material and psychological. Their obvious delight in the pos
session of valuable objects was matched by their preference for anything which 
was rich, loud, strange, or new. It inevitably devalued simplicity and usefulness, 
and led to the eventual substitution of foreign fashions for homespun virtues. 
Whereas the many Polish noblemen who travelled abroad in the Renaissance 
period were able to use their Paduan education or the experiences of the Grand 
Tour for the enrichment of a distinctive native culture, their descendants of the 
eighteenth century were given to imitating the artistic and intellectual trends of 
Paris and Berlin in the most blind and superficial way. The deterioration was 
mirrored in linguistic habits. Whereas Kochanowski and his contemporaries 
were equally fluent in Polish and Latin, which they used with exact skill on 
appropriate occasions, subsequent generations lapsed into an inimitable maca
ronic mixture of the two, or, if they really wanted to impress, into bad French. 

Undeniably, therefore, the noble life-style had its negative aspects. In the 
opinion of historians, and of many contemporaries, it was spoiled by the spirit 
of excess. It was marked by 'wealth without welfare' and represented in Waclaw 
Potocki's striking phrase, bogata nedza - 'rich poverty'. It put ostentation 
before substance, good form before good deeds. It was maintained by an estate, 
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where some family inventories listed diamonds and pearls by the bucketful and 
silver plate by the hundredweight, but where the majority of people lived close 
to the breadline. Indeed, it was perpetuated not so much by the handful of mag
nates, but in particular by the mass of petty nobility who in defence of their sta
tus, were prepared to suffer every exploitation and humiliation. It had many 
redeeming qualities; but cannot be dissociated entirely from the growth of rigid 
political conservatism, from economic stagnation, from the misery of the other 
estates, nor from the consumptive weakness of the noble Republic as a whole. 

Over the nine generations or so which lived through the span of the United 
Republic, social structures did not remain static. Although no major transform
ation comparable to that in the nineteenth century occurred, the balance 
between the various estates and between their component parts shifted consid
erably. No accurate statistics are available; but the main trends are clear 
enough. (See Diagram H (b), p. 157.) The decline of the Burgher Estate, both in 
absolute numbers and in relative proportions, was complemented by the paral
lel advance of the Jews. By 1791, the urban population was showing a definite 
increase in the Jewish element. As might be expected, the clergy's numbers 
remained small and stable; but both the peasants and the nobility showed 
significant increases. The society of Poland-Lithuania was more ruralized than 
two centuries before. Within the peasantry, the proportion of serfs, and particu
larly of noble-owned serfs, had been growing steadily, just as within the Noble 
Estate the number of landless nobles had long since outstripped the dwindling 
ranks of the possessionati. All these features point to a marked degree of social 
pauperization. Against this background, the merits of a social system managed 
by a supposedly egalitarian and democratic Nobility were bound to be called 
into question. 

What cannot be questioned, however, is the durability of traditional Polish 
society. Whereas many characteristic features of the old Republic were 
destroyed, or were transformed out of all recognition, its social structures and 
traditions remained essentially intact over several centuries, thereby proving 
remarkably resistant to political and economic change. In this, they often con
trived to transcend the Partitions, and provide one of the few strands of relative 
permanence and continuity in modern Polish history. 
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H A N D E L : 

The Polish Grain Trade 

The rise of the Vistula trade can be clearly dated to the middle of the fifteenth 
century. At the moment when the entire Vistula basin, from source to seaboard, 
was united under one political rule, external demand for Polish corn was nicely 
matched by favourable prospects of increased internal supply. Rising prices in 
Western Europe sent merchants far afield, not least to the Hansa port of Danzig. 
At the same time, Polish cereal production was approaching the crucial point at 
which surpluses could be regularly obtained. The influx of the merchants, 
largely Dutchmen, buying in large quantities coincided with the new-found 
capacity of Polish landowners to sell. Henceforward, Danzig's trade was to mul
tiply far beyond the modest business established during the century and a half 
since its capture in 1308 by the Teutonic Order. In 1454 it renounced its alle
giance to the Teutonic state, and at the head of the Prussian League, appealed 
for the protection of Kazimierz Jagiellonczyk, King of Poland. The Prussian del
egation arrived in Cracow during celebrations of the King's marriage to 
Elizabeth of Austria, daughter of the Emperor. Among their complaints against 
the Teutonic Knights, as recorded in the act of incorporation, was one to the 
effect that a Pomeranian merchant had been condemned to death for sending 
goods to Cracow in his ships on the Vistula. At the end of the Thirteen Years 
War in 1466, Danzig became the chief city of the new Polish province of Royal 
Prussia. From then on, for more than three centuries, it never looked back. It 
was the natural outlet of a vast Polish hinterland, the natural junction of sea
going traffic with the river-borne trade. Although it never lost its German char
acter, its hostility to Hohenzollern Prussia, and its loyalty to its Polish 
protectors, rarely wavered. Danzig was a German jewel in the Polish Crown, the 
chief emporium and shop-window of the multinational Republic. 

The shift in Polish commercial life, which occurred in the 1450s, is well illus
trated by the career of the Kopernik family. Until this time, Mikolaj Kopernik 
had been a burgher of Cracow, the capital in the south. As his name also sug
gests, he was engaged in the metal trade, having originated from a settlement 
called Koperniki in Silesia, and worked as a broker in Slovakian copper which 
passed through Cracow on its way north. In August 1454 he visited Danzig on 
business and four years later, with the Teutonic War still in progress, decided to 
settle permanently in nearby Thorn (Torun), an important entrepot on the 
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Vistula. In Thorn, he married Barbara Watzenrode, the daughter of a patrician 
family, and there his fourth child, also Mikolaj or Nikolaus, was born on 19 
February 1473. In this way, the early life of the astronomer was closely associ
ated with the Vistula trade. The father's commercial wealth and the mother's 
ecclesiastical relatives ensured him a cosmopolitan education, in Konigsberg, in 
Cracow, and eventually in Bologna and Padua. From 1510, however, he settled 
again in his native parts. His scientific research was facilitated by a tranquil life 
as canon of the Warmian Chapter at Frauenberg and here his revolutionary 
treatise on the motion of the earth round the sun was conceived, tested, and 
written. 

In the lifetime of Copernicus, the Vistula Trade developed by leaps and 
bounds. In terms of exported grain measured in lasts* it rose from 5,573 in 
1491-2, to 10,000 in 1537, to 66,007 in 1563, and to a peak of 118,000 in 1618. 
The figure for 1618 was never repeated. But the volume of trade remained sub
stantial. The decline was graceful through the seventeenth and eighteenth cen
turies. Like the Vistula itself, the grain continued to flow - erratic and 
unpredictable; but as time went on, the years of flood grew ever more rare, and 
the years of ebb ever more frequent. During all this long period, the Grain Trade 
provided an important stimulus, and was the main index, to the economy of the 
Republic as a whole.1 (See Map 13.) 

The cycle of the Vistula Trade began with the arrival in Danzig of the foreign 
entrepreneurs.2 In the early period, they sailed in for the season, arriving on the 
Spring tides in March or April and weighing anchor in October before the win
ter storms. Later on, they settled in Danzig permanently. In the main, they rep
resented Dutch firms, well established in the Baltic moederhandel (Mother 
Trade). By 1650, some fifty Dutch firms maintained resident agents in Danzig, 
frequently younger sons like Arndt Pilgrom, Helmut von Tweenhuysen, Dirck 
van der Wolff, Marcus and Pieter Pels, Daniel de Maires, GillesThibaut, Jan 
Voyrknecht, Hans Ghybrechtsen de Veer, or Jacob Jacobsen, whose family 
businesses were based in Amsterdam. A number of them, like Cornells 
Vlaminck or Floris Hackelaer de Jonge, obtained full citizenship in Danzig, just 
as Danzigers like Wessel Schenck, Hans Schultz, or Ernest Kleinfeldt established 

* The Danzig last or 'load' was a measure of capacity equivalent to 3,101 litres of rye, or 
roughly 2.3 tons. (Its exact weight varied according to the commodity, of course. 1 last of 
frothless beer was equivalent to 2,644 litres; to 2,760 litres of frothy beer; or to 2,264 litres 
of wine.) It was divided into 60 Scheffel/korczyk or 'small bushels', of 52 litres. It was 
approximately 10 per cent smaller than the Polish wholesale 'laszt', which, at 3,440 litres of 
rye, was designed to include an automatic commission for the seller. The Polish laszt was 
often divided into 30 Varsovian bushels or korzec, each of which at 114 litres was twice as 
large as the Danzig Scbeffel. In Malopolska, the Cracovian korczyk was equivalent to 34 
litres. The profusion of Vistula grain measures was standardized in 1850 by the Prussian 
Customs Service which fixed the Scheffel/korczyk at 50 litres of rye. 
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permanent family and business connections in Amsterdam. In the same period, 
there were about twenty British agents, mainly Scots, who formed the core of a 
flourishing colony. These foreign entrepreneurs, who acted on commission for 
partners spread throughout Europe, dominated banking and credit operations 
as well as basic commercial transactions. With greater capital resources, more 
ships and continental contacts at their command, they gradually squeezed their 
local competitors until something approaching a foreign monopoly was estab
lished. In theory at least they were greatly assisted by the Polish law of 1496 
which prevented native merchants from travelling abroad. 

The 'Amsterdam Fleet' grew steadily. In 1642, no less than 2,052 vessels called 
at Danzig.3 On any one day, but especially during the August Fair which opened 
on St. Dominic's Day, four or five hundred ships would have been moored at the 
quays on the banks of the Mottlau. The size of the vessels grew also. In 1641, 
although 964 of 1,741 ships had a capacity less than 50 lasts (about 115 tons), 
103 of them were carrying over 150 lasts. Their destinations varied. About half 
remained within the Baltic itself, bound for Liibeck, Copenhagen, Stockholm, 
Libau, Riga, or Vyborg. The other half sailed through the Sound. The com
monest run was Danzig-Amsterdam-Setubal or Faro in Portugal, where salt 
and wine were taken on for the grain. The longer Mediterranean runs to 
Genoa—Leghorn-Venice—Cyprus-Lisbon-Amsterdam; or to the Spanish ports 
of Huelva-San Lucas de Barrameda—Cadiz-Malaga-Barcelona-Amsterdam, 
flourished in the late sixteenth century, but thereafter gave way to shorter runs, 
especially to France or England or just to Amsterdam itself. In the three years 
1615-18, one Lisbon merchant, Andres Lopez Pinto, forwarded no less than 200 
ships to Danzig, exchanging salt for rye which was thereon transported to 
Tangier and Ceuta in North Africa. In later years, typical contracts dealt with 
salt cargoes from La Rochelle or Brouage which were exchanged for grain deliv
ered to Amsterdam. There is some evidence to suggest that on occasion, to avoid 
the high duties charged at Danzig, goods were transported overland to Stettin. 
On the direct run, however, with a fair wind, the 850 sea miles to Amsterdam 
could be covered in a week. The round trip to Portugal took a couple of months 
and more. The Mediterranean voyages presumably occupied a full season. 

The business of the foreign firms was served by the operations of some five 
hundred local merchants. These were almost invariably German Danzigers, reg
istered in the city and sworn by solemn oath to maintain their corporate rights 
and privileges. Their names - Ficke, Krumhausen, Schultze, Czirenberg, 
Gawrock, Strobandt, Hewel, Sieuertt, Kinke, Wichman - could be encountered 
wherever trade was conducted throughout the Republic. They usually ran small 
family concerns, where the patron employed an accountant, or buchalter, one 
or two apprentices, or knechte, and a number of agents, or faktor, for travelling 
the countryside. They made use of a numerous class of brokers, or makler, who 
so lubricated the wheels of trade within the city that in the later seventeenth cen
tury they were regularly denounced as parasites. The labour force of porters and 
stevedores was recruited on the quayside on a piece-rate basis. On occasion, the 
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merchants joined together to form trading companies; but their partnerships 
were usually no more than ephemeral ventures formed for specific operations 
too big for one merchant to handle alone. 

The relations of the Danzig merchant with the Polish producer depended on 
an elaborate system of contracting. There were at least four types of contract, 
the commonest of which, as far as grain was concerned, the Lieferantzkauf, pro
vided in advance for deliveries to be made at the producer's risk and expense. In 
this case, documents were exchanged, usually in Danzig, stating the agreed 
quantity, price, delivery date, financial advance, and conditions. The regular 
client, when making delivery one year, could thereby arrange for the disposal of 
the next year's produce. Alternatively, the merchant's factor, touring the coun
tryside, would contract on similar terms for uncut grain to be delivered later in 
the season. Less common were contracts where the merchant took the risk and 
expense of delivery on himself {kauf auf Abentauer), or where ready grain was 
bought on the spot, either 'illegally' outside the city ('unter dem marckte'), or 
else in Danzig itself. 

Polish grain producers engaged in the Vistula trade can be divided into three 
categories. First, there were the great magnates, whose vast estates could pro
duce a large and regular surplus, even in bad conditions or under poor manage
ment. Next there were the landowners of lesser standing who depended on 
efficiency and personal supervision to produce a surplus from lesser holdings of 
two or three villages. Finally, there were the casual producers - minor nobility, 
peasants, tenant farmers, who grew corn essentially to feed themselves but who 
could, on occasion, produce enough to sell. In the sixteenth century, producers 
of the middling sort dominated the market. Later on, the magnates' share 
increased significantly. 

Magnatial grain production can be illustrated from the latifundium of the 
Lubomirski family between 1654 and 1750. The latifundium, which in 1739 
totalled 1,050 properties, was spread right across the southern lands of the 
Republic. Some estates like Wisnicz, Zator, Baranow, Opatow, and Jaroslaw, 
specialized in oats. Others, like Niepolomice or Osiek grew both oats and rye in 
quantity. A few, like Nisko, Ryki, Tuszow, and Lubartow, specialized only in 
rye. All grew a little barley (c. 10-14 Per cent of production) and a certain 
amount of wheat (up to 20 per cent). Some, again, like three in the Sandomierz 
region — Kolbuszowa, Rzemien, Tuszow — or three others in the Ruthenian 
palatinate - Kanczuga, Kosina, Laka - were large, producing on average over 
1,000 kopa* per annum. Most were smaller, averaging 500-1,000 kopa; whilst a 
few produced less than 500 kopa. Total production of the four cereals, calcu
lated over the years 1658-62 reached 40,000 kopa per annum.4 

Fluctuations in production were considerable. Hardly a year would pass 
without some disaster, human or elemental, striking at some part of the lati
fundium. The Swedish invasion of 1654-60, following Chmielnicki's Rebellion, 

* The kopa or 'stack' was equivalent to threescore sheaves. 
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was exceeded in its destructiveness only by the decade 1700-10 when the Great 
Northern "War ebbed and flowed across Poland. In between times, drought, 
floods, storms, blight, and the plague did their work. The records of the 
Lubomirski's estate at Kanczuga, for instance, mention the following incidents: 

1654: Quartering of Crown cavalry and German regiments: looting of Kanczuga 
town, and Gac village. 

1655: Quartering of Swedish Army. 
1656: Requisitioning by Crown, Swedish, Transylvanian and Cossack forces. 
1657: Transylvanian Requisitioning. 
1689: Drought. Failure of oats, and of sowing. 
1708-10: Military contributions: burning of the barns with all stores: collapse of the 

town and markets. 
1721: Plague. 

1734-5: Crop failure: passage of troops, requisitioning. 

At Opatow, near Sandomierz, the story was similar, though aggravated by the 
raids of a hostile neighbour, Stanislaw Jagninski, whose men, having driven off 
the inhabitants, would regularly harvest the Lubomirski's crops for themselves. 

In such conditions, trade was bound to be affected. At Kanczuga, in 1654-8, 
34 per cent of the rye, 24 per cent of the wheat, 12 per cent of the barley, 15 per 
cent of the hemp, 3 per cent of the oats, and 2 per cent of the buckwheat was 
actually sold. In the next five-year period, 1659-63, the percentages rose respec
tively to 37 (rye), 48 (wheat), 29 (barley), 6 (hemp), 10 (oats), and 1 (buckwheat). 
On a yearly breakdown for corn sold locally as against corn exported beyond 
the locality fluctuations are still more marked. In 1654, Kanczuga exported 55.2 
per cent of its rye, but nothing else. In 1655 and 1656, barely enough was sal
vaged for sowing, the only sales being small quantities of rye and oats disposed 
of locally. In 1657, 56.6 per cent of the rye was exported, but again nothing else. 
In 1658 and 1659, nothing was exported at all, despite a reasonable harvest. The 
year 1660 when the war ended, was a bumper one, and 58.5 per cent of the rye 
and 46.4 per cent of the wheat was exported. In 1661, rye at 44.8 per cent held 
steady, though such wheat as there was, was sold locally. In 1662 and 1663, rye 
exports at 9.2 per cent and 3.7 per cent dropped in response to the increased 
wheat exports, which at 50.6 per cent and 57 per cent were the highest of the 
decade. Taking the ten years as a whole, therefore, average figures are quite 
misleading. Of the two major grains, rye seems to have ensured the more 
reliable surplus. Wheat was only exported when both the harvest and external 
conditions combined to justify sizeable shipments. From total production, large 
quantities had always to be held back for sowing, for wages in kind, for feeding 
livestock, for home consumption, for assisting the serfs, for transfer to other 
less successful estates of the latifundium, for milling, for military deliveries, for 
storage, or for local sale; and it was only in favourable years that any one estate 
produced enough to make export worthwhile. In any given year, an estate 
would tend either to export upwards of half its rye and wheat, or else to export 
nothing. 
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In terms of the total grain exports, the Lubomirski latifundium varied in the 
period 1663-1750 from a minimum of 13 lasts, 11 bushels in 1713 to a maximum 
of 52.2 lasts, 18 bushels in 1729. The statistical average is around 127 lasts per 
annum for those years in which something was exported. The over-all average 
would be nearer 50 lasts. In themselves, these averages are rather meaningless. 
But they do contrast very strikingly with the average of 533 lasts exported annu
ally in the years 1614-49 before the recession, by the Lubomirski estates from a 
somewhat different territorial base. And they do give a very rough idea of the 
scale of magnatial grain operations at that time. 

The 'social origin' of grain is a problem which greatly exercises historians in 
Poland at present, without offering any satisfactory solution. If the calculation 
of magnatial production, for which there are fairly complete records, is so com
plicated - how much more imprecise must calculations about the gentry or peas
antry be, when one has to work without adequate documentation and without 
any clear economic criteria for distinguishing one class from another. Nor, in 
quantitative operations, is it easy to make deductions from the known to the 
unknown. It does not follow that a 'middle nobleman' owning 3 villages in the 
vicinity of a magnatial complex of 15 villages, would necessarily have produced 
grain or grain for sale in proportionate quantities. Economic success responds 
in geometric progression to the total resources available. Given comparable pro
duction methods, unfavourable conditions, which halved the magnate's surplus, 
could well drive the medium-sized producer from the market altogether and 
could put the peasant on the breadline. Similarly, favourable conditions which 
gave the peasant a sack of corn to sell, might give the nobleman a shipload, and 
might fill the granaries of the magnate for a decade. But again, production 
methods were not comparable. 

Despite these forceful reservations, studies on the production of Polish grain 
have produced some interesting results, provoking a lively discussion parallel to 
the debate on the Rise, or Fall, of the Gentry in England.5 From this, it now 
seems clear that the magnatial producers enjoyed no special advantage in the 
grain trade, certainly not before 1650. It is also clear that regional differences 
were considerable. A detailed study of the Wloclawek toll-books between 1537 
and 1576 has shown that the heartland of the grain supply lay in Wielkopolska, 
Kujawy, and Mazowsze, which were all areas where great landed fortunes were 
signally sparse. Royal Prussia, too, whose grain boom seems to have spanned 
the years 1570-1620, made a large and regular contribution, whereas Matopol-
ska, Volhynia, and Podolia only contributed in favourable years. 

Having grown his corn, however, the producer had still to take it to Danzig, 
since delivery at the 'Green Bridge' was usually the producer's responsibility 
under the terms of the contract. In modern times, the only efficient way to trans
port grain in bulk was by water. 

Danzig was connected with the interior by a complex network of rivers. All 
the main tributaries of the Vistula - the Narew, Pilica, Bug, Wieprz, Wistok, 
Dunajec, and San were navigable. All possessed river ports, called pali -
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Tarnow, Jaroslaw, Lubartow, Uscilug - where warehouses and boatyards were 
sited. The farthest reaches in the Beskidy, in the Carpathians, or in Volhynia 
were over 600 miles from the sea. In the eighteenth century, the Vistula system 
was linked to the Warta-Brda by the Bydgoszcz Canal (1771), to the Pripet-
Dnieper by the Krolewski (Royal) Canal (1775-84), and to the Szczara-Niemen 
by the Oginski Canal (1765-84). 

Riverboats of the period came in six or seven varieties. They were bought, or 
hired with their crew in the upstream ports, and disposed of in Danzig at the end 
of the voyage. In 1796, Beneventus von Lessenau, Kreisingenieur of Zamosc, 
made a thoroughgoing survey from which costs and prices have been calculated 
in detail: 

A B C D E F G 
SZKUTA Marktschiff (Raft) 20 1,140 2,500 8 
DUBAS Boot (Barge) 14 800 1,500 8 
BYK plattesschiff (Flatboat) 12 600 500 8 
LYZWA — (Pontoon) 10 600 1,250 8 
KOZA kleines Marktschiff (Raft) 10 500 750 8 
GALAR Galera (Lighter) 8 400 180 8 
BERLINKA Oder Kahn (Skiff) 6 300 1,250 8 

A, Polish name; B, German name as given by von Lessenau; C, English equivalent; 
D, Number of Crew; E, Maximum Grain Cargo, in korcy (Polish bushels); F, Purchase 
Price, in Rhenish guilders; G, Average freight cost, in zl. per last.6 

Of these vessels, the szkuta was by far the most important for the Grain Trade. 
The massive, shallow raft, consisting of a floating platform of whole timbers, 
surmounted by a square silo-container for the grain and a lean-to shelter for the 
crew, was largely dependent on the current for propulsion, but could be assisted 
by sailors punting from the sides or sometimes by a huge square sail. It was 
guided from the stern by a long steering oar, and was frequently linked in chains 
to form a convoy. On arrival in Danzig, it was broken up, and sold for timber. 

The magnates could organize transport themselves. Teams of serfs working 
as labourers, harvesters, wagoners, boat-builders and rafters, saw the grain all 
the way from the fields to the sea. 

The public at large had to rely on the professional organizations. The Danzig 
firms worked closely with specialist shippers who supervised collection, storage, 
loading, excise and custom payments, and delivery. As distinct from the mer
chants themselves, the shipper (szypr) was usually a Pole. He divided his time 
between granary management at places like Kazimierz Dolny or Wloclawek, 
and administration of the ship during the river voyage. He would be assisted by 
a secretary (pisarz) and a quartermaster (szafarz). The actual sailing of the ship 
was handled by a guild of boatmen whose members were available for hire at all 
the river ports. The rotman or 'master-boatman' who controlled the crew, and 
the sternik or 'steersman' were skilled craftsmen, who learned their trade after 
a long period as a 'frycz' or apprentice. Wages depended on the length of the 
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voyage and the time of year, and on varying demand. Those quoted by von 
Lessenau in 1796 for a szkuta on the Zamosc-Danzig run were paid in ducats, in 
addition to full board: shipper 100; secretary 50; quartermaster 20; master-boat
man 24; steersman 14; cook 2; 15 sailors at 2-4 ducats: Total, 255. 

Timing of the voyage was an important consideration. Grain prices in Danzig 
fluctuated from season to season, and great efforts were made to effect delivery in 
the early months of the year when prices were high. Producers from the far south 
would usually consign their grain to the river in September and October, reach
ing mid-way points for winter storage. But the main shipment began in the Spring, 
as soon as the ice melted. Hence its name, the frujor (Friijahr), when scores of 
rafts would race along the swollen waters of the Vistula to meet the foreign fleet. 
In June and July, both the river and the market tended to be low, and traffic slight. 

The gentleman-producer lacking his own transport was faced with three pos
sibilities, therefore. Firstly he could sell his grain in the local market, where both 
his costs and his receipts would be small. Secondly, he could sell it to a neigh
bour or to a shipper - who would charge him commission to add it to shipments 
of their own. Or thirdly, he could take it to Danzig himself. The last alternative 
was both risky and adventurous, but it stood the best chance of making a good 
profit, and for personal reasons was often the most attractive. In 1670, Jan 
Chrystostom Pasek faced exactly this problem. Having leased a small property 
at Smogorzow in Malopolska, he had succeeded in producing a modest surplus. 
Some of his cronies advised him to stay at home, but, like the old soldier he was, 
he decided to take his chance. In his Memoirs he relates how it paid off: 

When I lived at Smogorzow, I went rafting for the first time. As I had no experience, 1 
asked the advice of the old skippers and was told that up there (in Danzig) I'd be swin
dled, being such a novice. By God's Grace, however, I sold my wheat for a higher price 
than they did themselves. It happened like this. Two noblemen, Pieglowski, the District 
Supervisor of Ujscie Solne, and Opacki, the Cup-Bearer of Warsaw, had quarrelled in 
Danzig with a group of merchants, who thereupon decided to buy nothing from them at 
all. I, being next in line, was paid 150 zloties for my wheat, just to spite those two. I sold 
it to a Mr Jarlach. The others (from our convoy) had to plead with the merchants to do 
business, and were then paid at only n o zloties. Thus, they who had warned that I would 
be fleeced, were fleeced themselves.7 

The annual voyage down the Vistula soon became a prominent institution of 
Polish social life. Together with war, it provided one of the few occasions when 
provincial noblemen could see the world at large, offering excitement and 
adventure to generations of men whose experience was otherwise confined by 
the bounds of their estates. It was a major cultural stimulus, spawning a rich 
new vocabulary for the Polish language, and inspiring numerous works of prose 
and verse, not least Sebastian Fabian Klonowic's poem Flis, to jest spuszczanie 
statkow Wista i inszymi rzekami do niej przypadajqcymi, published in 1596.8 Flis 
- whose title may be translated as 'Rafting, or the Descent of Ships on the 
Vistula and on Other Rivers Flowing into it' - describes a river journey at 
the end of the sixteenth century. It purports to be a handbook for the traveller 
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setting out for the first time, and is full of detailed explanations and practical 
hints. Like most works of the time, it affects an air of classical learning; but its 
charm lies in the feelings of naive wonder and merry enjoyment which the voy
age inspires. Having contrasted the homely, landlocked world of rural Poland 
with the strange, foreign world of ships and the sea, Klonowic proceeds to tell 
his reader how to divide his produce for sale and for keeping; how to buy a raft; 
how to lay in provisions; how to doff his cap to the guildsmen; how to steer; and 
above all how to deal with the Danzig merchants at his destination. He provides 
a short glossary of rafting jargon, mainly German in origin, and warns against 
the dangers of running aground, of hitting one of the sunken logs - which were 
called wilki (wolves) - or fouling the moorings of a floating water-mill - which 
from the characteristic noise of the mill-wheel were called bzdziely (farters), or 
most embarrassingly, of colliding with the great wooden boom as one entered 
the port of Danzig. On the fashionable model of Renaissance topography, he 
also includes a detailed gazetteer of all the riverside landmarks from the bridge 
at Warsaw to the Green Bridge in Danzig. One by one, all the towns, settle
ments, islands, tributaries, boundaries, castles, abbeys, and churches, that can 
be seen from the river, are mentioned, together with the associated historical 
anecdotes or legends. There is Czerwinsk, with its convent of Lateran Canons; 
Plock, with its tall cathedral crowned with two golden crosses; Wloclawek, with 
its toll-house and brewery; Nieszawa, with its long red row of brick silos; and 
the ruined castle of Zlotoriya; there is ancient Thorn: 

. . . rich in Virtue, 
Where the will of earnest burghers fosters 
Peace and Modesty, where Honesty prospers 
And Justice . . . 

Thorn, whose towering walls, spires, and domes 'plough the sky'; there is the 
River Brda, famous for its salmon; the Hell's Gate Rapids below Fordon; 
Chelmno - river port for Ducal Prussia, Najburg, where Flemish settlers had 
constructed an elaborate system of dykes; and the town of Gniewa, whose name 
comes from the 'anger' of the River Nogat, who, jealous of 'Vanda Vistula, 
daughter of Krakus the Dragon-King', flounced out of court and found her own 
way to the sea. There were places to avoid — like the Nieznakowski Island above 
Plock which harboured a notorious clan of bandits, or another island by the 
bridge at Thorn inhabited by the city's venereal outlaws. But there were places, 
too, where every rafter should call - like the Church of St. Barbara, at Sartawice, 
where the hymn of their patroness 'was sung by the boatmen and learned by the 
apprentices', or like the 'Ganskrug', 'the Goose Inn', where one took one's last 
refreshment before crossing the Danzig boom. 

Most memorable, perhaps, is Klonowic's picture of the Polish traveller when 
'like a true knight', he actually enters Danzig. Gazing in wonder at the granaries, 
the vast warehouses for timber and potash, the 'artful' elevators and cranes, the 
sluices, weighbridges, engines, turntables, and not least at the ocean-going 
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ships, with their high castles and crow's-nests - which, as a countryman, he calls 
bocianie gniazda (storks' nests) - confused, elated, and suspicious, he wanders 
along the quayside to find a buyer for his corn, and a lawyer for his contract: 

Your smart-suited bosmen wait here for their clients, 
For gentry from far afield, and for merchants. 
'For Sale!', 'Buy up!', 'It's a deal!', 'Come off it!' 
Each looks to his profit. 
Smile, if you're selling; wince, when you buy; 
And pick on a dullard, not a bright sort of guy . . . 
Will he pay cash? Insist in advance. 
Your translator's greeting should await his response. 
Or, sprechen yourself, if you think you can barter; 
But watch for a sharper. 
In a difficult suit you'll need that translator, 
And a professional agent, a shrewd operator. 
Or else, with those dealers, you'll find yourself pratin' 
In broken Latin: 

'Heus, mane, quieso faciesque grautum 
Indica nobis, puer, advocautum, 
Omnium sub quo dirimuntur omnes 
ludice causae' 
The German's reply is as gross as his grammar 
With no sense of shame. 'Pocz my old Mama,' 
He cries: 'Kfyd folunt? aut me tomini Poloni 
Indice quaerunt? 
Hie vere causas adzit adfocatus. 
Hiudicat fero dirimitque nostra 
More scultetus, focitatque Teuto 
Nomine Schultzum. 
Ficus est longus, tomus alta toto 
Eminet fico; patet ilia cuifis 
Ista sculteti domus est, in dzilla 
Dziura ministrat.' 
You ask your friend, 'Hear that Martin! 
Does this Kryksman speak Latin, 
Or is it German?. . .' 
Then at the Rathaus, at the Court of Appeal 
Your contract is sealed. 
As the clocktower's melodies chime on, hour by hour 
And you wait at the Prussian Registry, by the door, 
A Russian month will pass! How you've been flayed 
By this Grain Trade!9 

From an early date, Danzig acquired a reputation for gaiety and vice. Writing 
in the first half of the sixteenth century, Jan Dantiscus, poet laureate of the 
Empire and later Bishop of Warmia, likened the sins of his native city to those 
of Nineveh in a tirade entitled lonas Propheta (Jonah the Prophet): 
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Urbs nova, dives opum, Dantiscum sive Gedanum. 
Accipe, divina quae tibi mente loquor! 

Est breve tempus adhuc: si non peccata relinques 
Hoc quibus exundas tempore, fracta rues. 

Crevisti cito, sic etiam superis male grata 
Decresces; instant iam tua fata tibi. 

Impietas, fastus, luxus, tria monstra, ruinam 
Iam tibi, ni fuerint prorsus abacta, parant. . .* 

Yet time brought little improvement. In 1663, a French tourist called Payen, 
from Meaux-sur-Marne, described the scene in a Danzig wine-cellar where he 
was befriended by a Polish nobleman who had just succeeded in selling his corn: 

We were on the point of leaving, when a man some six feet tall came in. He had a clean
shaven face, and eyes set in deep folds and wrinkles. It was a Polish nobleman in the com
pany of some fifteen retainers... As soon as he saw us, he came over with a declaration of 
friendship, shaking our hands, and pressing us to accept his expressions of respect and 
chivalry . . . "We had to resort to Latin . . . He said he was ill, and that he had been look
ing for two weeks for someone who might confirm his belief that debauchery was a bet
ter cure than dieting . . . After we had consumed some fifteen or sixteen tumblers, my 
colleague offered him his pipe . . . But he, not being familiar with tobacco, thrust the bowl 
into his mouth, drawing the full draught of burning smoke straight into his stomach. 
. . . He said that tobacco should be drunk not blown into the air and wasted . . . Suddenly, 
he rushed from the table and seizing a lighted candelabra started to bang his head on the 
wall and to writhe on the floor. He was foaming at the mouth like a bull, and looked as 
if the fury would kill him . . . But then a little vomiting made him more presentable . . . 
Next he staggered blindly in my direction, smothered me with passionate kisses, and 
announced that he would give me one of his daughters, together with ten thousand 
pounds and two hundred serfs... In honour of the forthcoming marriage, we drank toast 
after toast. . . Then I look, and he is stretched out on his back once more, but calling for 
wine and urging us to drink to the confusion of the Turk and the ruin of the Ottoman 
Empire . . . By now, he had assured me I was really a Pole, and that I ought to dress like 
one. Starting with his crimson cloak fastened with sculpted silver pins, he began to strip, 
and to dress me up from head to foot in his own clothes. Unbuckling his sabre, he ordered 
me to kiss it and fastened it to my side, declaring that Poland owed all her Freedom to it 
. . . Meanwhile, I was desperately planning my escape . . .11 

What a wonderful place Danzig must have appeared to the country visitor! In 
1600, with 50,000 inhabitants, it was five times larger than the royal capital in 
Warsaw and more than three times as large as Cracow or Poznan. It was a 
republic within the Republic. Under the privileges initiated by Kazimierz 
Jagiellonczyk and extended by Batory, it enjoyed self-government. It raised its 
own finances, and minted its own currency. It had its own militia, expert in siege 

* New City, Rich Town, Danzig alias Gedanum./Accept the prophecy which I am fain to tell 
you!/The time hereto is brief: if you abandon not the sins/with which at present you abound, 
you will be dashed in pieces./You have increased quickly, so too/will you decline. Your Fates 
are at hand./Impiety, Pride, Luxury, Triple Portents, already prove your ruin/unless they be 
cast aside . . . l0 
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warfare, and until the 1640s its own warships, which formed the core of the 
Royal Fleet. Its society was organized in an elaborate system of castes and 
guilds, each with their own exclusive rules and membership. In the eyes of some
one just arrived from a village of the interior, where the year-long toil of scores 
of peasants barely sufficed to produce a few sacks of corn, it must have looked 
incredibly rich and prosperous. Its three thousand workshops turned out all the 
imaginable luxuries of the day - velvet, silk, furniture, jewellery, books, paint
ings. Above all, it was a shop-window of European life. Its people were in touch 
with all the latest news, fashions, and heresies. They affected Spanish clothes 
and lived in houses built in the Flemish style. They travelled abroad, and wel
comed all sorts of refugees from Dutch weavers to French Huguenots. The 
patricians, when not talking business, mixed in a high life of politics, music, 
libraries, collecting, and of elegant villas surrounded by formal gardens. The 
artisans and workmen sweated in an atmosphere of high insecurity and great 
opportunity, where wages were good but competition fierce, where privileges 
were jealously guarded with factions and tumults, and where municipal charity 
looked harshly on idleness. Danzig was an anthill of work, prosperity, and cul
ture, common enough in Italy or the Netherlands, but unique in Poland. As such 
it undoubtedly presented a superlative attraction, a materialist Mecca to which 
the Polish nobleman was drawn and tempted - to buy and sell, to be ruined or 
to make his fortune, to load himself with trinkets and luxuries for his house and 
family, to hear the news and gaze at the sights, and at last, relieved and 
exhausted, to sail against the current of the Vistula on the long, slow journey 
home. 

To support a high standard of life, the export trade in grain obviously had to 
be complemented with a wide variety of other commodities. Exports were 
matched by imports. The ships which took the grain also carried wool, flax, 
leather, timber, and metals. On the inward voyage, they brought in manufac
tures, colonial products, fish, alcohol, salt, and coal. The structure of Danzig's 
trade was in fact very complex. On the inland side, it was connected with all 
parts of the Republic. To the west, there were connections with Germany, espe
cially Silesia, a source of fine cloth, high-grade metal-work, tools, arms, and 
implements: to the south, with Cracow and the Danube Basin; to the east, with 
Lukow, the centre of the cattle and leather trade, with the Ukraine, whence 
valuable shipments of potash and saltpetre derived; and by extension with 
Muscovy, whence in 1600 alone some 800,000 fur pelts were delivered to the 
market at Gniezno. Overseas, there were connections with all the active markets 
of the world. The over-all picture fluctuated considerably. But the collected sta
tistics for one specimen year, 1641, provide a cross-section of the quantity and 
variety of the main items: 
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Foreign Trade of Danzig, 1641 

Exported Goods Value: in Prussian groats % 
A. Corn 19,693,862 71.3 
B. Other agricultural produce 2,302,172 8.4 
C. Processed food products 251,290 0.9 
D. Timber etc. 1,022,550 3.8 
E. Metals, minerals 3,184,996 11.4 
F. Manufactures 1,104,118 3.7 
G. Fish (Re-export) 115,319 0.5 

27,674,307 100.0 

Imported Goods 

1. Manufactures 7,041,870 40.7 
2. Colonial products 3,776,509 21.2 
3. Fish and fish-oil 1,801,813 10.4 
4. Alcohol, "Wines and Spirits 1,775,513 10.3 
5. Salt 357,121 2.1 
6. Agricultural produce 171,206 0.9 
7. Fuels, coal, etc. 1,894,012 10.9 
8. Leather, furs, skins 530,165 3.5 

17,348,209 100.012 

During this era of prosperity, Danzig handled some three-quarters of the 
Republic's total foreign trade. 

For the eighteenth century, the most minute information on commodities, 
prices, and the movement of ships has survived in the reports of the French 
'Residents' in Danzig. In the course of the Great Northern War, the government 
in Paris was seriously disturbed by the growth of Russian power in the Baltic, 
and by the corresponding decline in French trade. Danzig was adversely affected 
by the Russian blockade of the Swedish coast, and by severe competition from 
Konigsberg. As a result, the French ministers in Danzig were ordered to keep a 
detailed record of commercial activities in the port, and to forward their 
findings to Paris. At the end of each year, lists were compiled to summarize the 
quantity, value, and destination or provenance of every imaginable commodity, 
from amber (crude) to marinated sturgeon, exported or imported, during the 
previous twelve months. Notes were made of fluctuations of prices in Danzig, 
for comparison with equivalent information in France. Most interestingly per
haps, a special record was kept of every single vessel that entered the harbour. 
A report of 23 October 1717, for example, listed the end-of-season traffic in the 
five weeks since the end of September. (See Table on p. 211.) It is hard to see that 
the French Government made much use of these reports, as so few French ships 
were actually engaged. One suspects that the Resident's commercial interests 
filled in the long winter evenings between his much more important activities as 
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a military intelligence officer. The French were far more anxious to know the 
state of the Russian Fleet in Kronstadt than the price of potash in Danzig, 
although Captains Doring, Kambie, and Rodgers could probably have told 
them of both. 

By this time, foreign merchants other than the French were also feeling the 
pinch. The campaigns of the Great Northern War and of the civil wars in the 
Republic had disrupted the commercial life of the interior, whilst the external 
demand was much reduced. The situation was described in a memorandum pre
pared by a group of British merchants in Danzig and forwarded to the 
Commission of Trade in London by George I's ambassador to Poland-Saxony, 
Richard Vernon: 

A State of the British Trade in Dantzig Anno 1715 
The British trade to this place has been for 20 years last under a very sensible decay in all 
its branches. The most obvious causes thereof are the long warr and late plague in Poland 
by which the countrey being extreamly impoverished and in many places depopulated, 
the consumption of all foreign products is consequently very lessened. But while trade in 
general suffers greatly by these calamities, there are other reasons for the decay of ours 
in particular in some of its branches as: 

1. In that of Northern cloth. Very great quantities of Northern cloths called dozins 
have formerly been vended here. The present decrease and almost loss of that trade is in 
a great measure occasioned by the manufacture of coarse cloth in Silesia, which . . . being 
brought hither by land custom-free is sold in great quantities in the prejudice of our cloth 
which being imported by sea pays a very high duty (especially of late years much higher 
than at the neighbouring port of Koenigsberg) . . . 

2. The finer sorts of mixed and dyed cloth worn in Prussia and Poland are now 
imported from Holland, from whence in proportion to the whole import, the quantity 
now brought is ten times as great as formerly. The Hollands cloth is thin and slight, their 
colours cheap and gaudy, neither the one nor the other so durable as ours, but suits the 
humour of the buyers here who are pleased with what looks fine and costs little. 

3. Considerable quantities of crown rash have been formerly imported hither directly 
from Britain on British accounts. What is now sold here, is by foreigners who import it 
from Holland and Hamburgh, to which places tis sent white from Britain and (they hav
ing dying wares cheaper than in Britain) is there dyed and fitred for sale. Whereby not 
only the advantage of the dying it at home, but the profit upon its sales abroad is lost to 
His Majestys subjects. 

4. The quantity of tobacco now imported from Britain is so inconsiderable, that we 
may rackon that amonst the lost branches of our trade. English rolld tobacco was for
merly a most current commodity here, and very great quantities thereof consumed. But 
of late years the Hollanders, affording the growth of their countrey and Germany rolled 
up in a Virginia weed at half the price which ours used to be sold for, do now supply the 
whole countrey . . . The consumption of Virginia and Maryland leaf tobacco is likewise 
extreamly diminished here and most of the leaf tobacco consumed grows in, and is 
brought by land from, Pomerania. 

As to herrings, lead, tyn, leather, and groceries, the decay of these trades is owing to 
the miserable poverty of the countrey. The grocery trade is driven chiefly by the 
Hollanders whose stock being very large and way of living extream parsimonious, they 
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content themselves with so small a profit that they have engrossed almost all that part of 
the trade from Britain hither to themselves. 

Our trade from hence to Britain is chiefly in linnen, wood and pottash. Since the late 
imposition on soap made in Britain we have observed the quantity of pottash exported 
hence thither less and to Holland greater than before, which we take to proceed from a 
clandestine importation of soap from Holland to Britain, the high duty tempting people 
to such indirect practices, whereby His Majesty is not only defrauded of the additional 
duty on soap imported but of the customs on all the ingredients which would have been 
used in making it in England, not to mantion the injury such a clandestine trade does us 
in the imployment of our people and shipping. William Morgan, William Hobman, 
Jonathan Beaumont, Joshua Kenworthy, Andrew Marjoribanks, Will Miller, James 
Adies, John Roberts, Henry Culter, Alexander Coutts, John Wightman, Rich. Wilson.14 

At first sight, the most striking feature of Danzig's Foreign Trade was the 
extraordinary imbalance of export over import. In 1565, the figures for Danzig 
and Elbing together reveal an incredible ratio of 6:1. By 1620, the Crown 
Marshal of Poland, Mikolaj Wolski, was complaining that the ratio had fallen 
to a mere 5:2. In 1641, judging by Danzig's customs returns, it was down to 2:1. 
If these figures could be accepted at face value, they would seem to be proof of 
fairy-tale riches. Yet, taking the Republic as a whole, the Balance of Trade can
not be calculated so easily. The positive balance of Danzig's sea trade was off
set on the one hand by leakage of gold and money on the overland trade, 
especially in the south-east, and on the other hand by the activities of neigh
bouring ports. Elbing - a staple of the English Eastland Company - was largely 
concerned with the import of cloth, and had a passive balance. Presumably this 
would have encouraged a triangular flow of money between Danzig, Elbing, and 
their common hinterland. Konigsberg, in contrast, which dominated the 
Niemen basin, was a direct competitor for Danzig, exporting the products of 
Lithuania and East Prussia and importing large quantities of cloth.15 

Further problems arise in connection with the Baltic Trade in general. From 
ad valorem payments at the Sound, it is clear that in the seventeenth century the 
English merchants were operating a tidy surplus. But it is far from clear who was 
funding the deficit. Much work remains to be done on the labyrinthine work
ings of credit. Specialists are constantly worried by the accuracy of their varying 
indices of measurement, or by the representativeness of their sample years. No 
final conclusions have been reached. What can be said with certainty is that the 
figures for Danzig's balance in the sea trade in the period 1550-1650 accurately 
reflect neither the over-all balance for the Republic nor the changing situation in 
later years. 

Undoubtedly, profits were there for the making. Until 1650, grain prices in 
Amsterdam were usually about twice as high as in Danzig, whilst a similar price 
differential prevailed between Danzig and the Polish provinces. Average profits 
for the period 1600-50 have been calculated as follows: for Danzig rye-bro
kers,+29.7 percent; for Danzig wheat brokers, +28.6 per cent; for Danzig potash 
brokers, +43.5 per cent; for wheat exported to Spain, +83.4 per cent; for rye 
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exported to Amsterdam, +62.1 per cent. These calculations, especially those for 
export, are open to severe doubts, notably as a result of variable currency val
ues and of corresponding losses made on various imported commodities. But if 
the trade was basically unprofitable one cannot imagine why so many ships 
sailed hopefully to Danzig year after year.16 

Less can be said for individual voyages, where the prospects were as fickle as 
the winds that blow. Occasionally, however, records survive to illustrate the 
minutiae of the sailing of a single ship. Such is the case with a venture of Tewes 
Gercken, a Dutchman, who in 1621 sent a 40-last ship from Danzig to Aberdeen. 
T o spread the risk, he shared the outlay among five other shipowners — Hans 
Foss, Frantz Flucker, Wilhelm Brun, Hans Grefe, and Hans Schultze. Each held 
a one-eighth share, except for Schultze and Gercken himself, who both took two 
shares each. From Danzig, he took a cargo, presumably of grain, which was sold 
for 533 zl. 10 groszy. From Aberdeen, he carried 27 lasts and 4 barrels of coal, 
bought for 230 zl. and sold for 364 zl. 10 groszy in Danzig. His costs included 
sums for the wages of four sailors and a cook, for food and lodging, for port and 
passport dues, for compensation to a vessel which was struck by mistake in the 
Danish Sound, and for repairs. (See Table below.) At the end of the voyage, each 
shareholder received 61 zl. 20 groszy, per share. Given an original outlay which 
must have been in the order of 432 zl. (or 54 zl. per share) the return represented 
a return of some 14 per cent over about a month. In other words, in spite of the 
collision in the Sound, it was a profitable trip.17 

The return of Gercken to Danzig, and of hundreds of captains like him, 
formed the last link in the chain of the Vistula Trade. The foreign demand for 
grain, which attracted the ships in the first place, had been supplied. The Polish 
grain had been transported down the Vistula by the producer, bought by the 
Danzig merchant, sold to the Dutch exporter, and delivered to a foreign port. 
Now the ships had returned with a cargo of goods for import, and lay waiting 
with empty holds for the next shipment of grain. The cycle was complete. 

INCOME: zl. gr. % 

Cargo sold in Scotland 533 10 
Cargo sold in Danzig 364 — 
Remaining from previous voyage 46 

Total 943 10 
EXPENSES: 

Food (including one night's lodging for 
the captain in a Scottish inn) 63 10 16 

Ship's supplies and repairs 7 13 1 
Port and Sound dues 55 — 12 
Crew's wages 43 20 10 
Purchase of coal in Aberdeen 230 — 53 
Compensation to damaged ship 35 8 

Total 433 43 (100) 
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The social effects of the Vistula Trade form the subject of a continuing contro
versy, whose contradictory findings can give no clear guidance to the general 
inquirer. It would be invidious with the present level of research to state 
unequivocally that Poland-Lithuania witnessed a phenomenon called 'Export-
led Serfdom', where the intensification of feudal services was caused exclusively 
by the economic pressures of the Grain Trade. At the same time it would be 
foolish to deny that the spectacular growth of the export trade in grain was 
accompanied by an equally marked rise in the conditions of serfdom, and that 
in one way or another these twin socio-economic developments of the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries were closely connected. According to one plau
sible line of argument, rising prices in Danzig created a sustained demand for 
grain, which in turn put increasing pressure on the one element of the rural 
economy, labour, which was capable of more intensive exploitation. In order to 
meet the demand, the noble landowners exacted more work and harsher condi
tions from their peasants. As the only enfranchised social estate, they could per
suade the King and the Sejm to change the law to their advantage, and could 
administer existing law at their own convenience. The peasants, unable in gen
eral to compete on the open market with the larger producers, gradually found 
that acquiescence in the new terms of serfdom was preferable to swimming 
against the tide in the old, free, but insecure and increasingly hungry manner. It 
is not that the Vistula Trade created serfdom. The panszczyzna or the 'lord's 
right to unpaid labour services' was known much earlier. What the Grain Trade 
did was to stimulate tendencies already in evidence. Like the Cotton Trade in 
America, it drove existing inequalities between landowners and workers to 
extremes, and as the absolute control of the one over the other was perpetuated 
by law, turned a casual phenomenon into the basis of social and economic life. 
Serfdom in Poland—Lithuania was regularized during roughly the same period 
as slavery in America; and it lasted almost as long. In the wider context, it 
belongs to that second wave of serfdom which has been identified in various 
parts of East and Central Europe and which has been given the generic title of 
'Neo-serfdom'.18 

From the peasant's point of view, the key to serfdom lay in the security of pos
session which it promised to families unable to support themselves in a cash 
economy. By putting his labour at the disposition of the lord, the peasant was 
guaranteed possession of the family plot which otherwise he might have been 
obliged to sell. So long as the conditions of his submission were tolerable, serf
dom was seen as an improvement, not to say a progressive development, in the 
peasant's fortunes. Whilst the lord could discipline the peasant by the threat of 
eviction, the peasants could easily damage their lord's fortunes by idleness, 
drunkenness, sabotage, arson, and ultimately by the threat of flight. A noble
man who offended his serfs, or who drove them away, was heading for disaster. 
It was clearly in the best interests of both lord and serf to work together in an 
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atmosphere of mutual understanding. However, in the course of the sixteenth 
century, the conditions of serfdom did deteriorate. In 1496, it was enacted that 
only one peasant could leave each village each year, and only for approved 
purposes such as education or craft training. By this measure, the mass of the 
peasantry were effectively tied to the land. In 1521, the royal courts were closed 
to pleas where a peasant wished to appeal against his lord. From then on the 
serfs of the nobles' estates lived entirely at the mercy of their masters. They were 
dependent not only legally but economically and in almost every detail of their 
daily lives — for permission to marry, for permission to go to market, for per
mission to go to school. In addition to rising demands for unpaid labour service, 
they owed their master rent in cash or in kind, tithes for the priest, and taxes for 
the King. 

The stratification of the peasantry was modified, but not destroyed. A small 
class of prosperous peasants was able to resist the advances of serfdom. By buy
ing their exemption from labour dues, they could keep their personal freedom; 
and by employing wage-workers, they could share in the benefits of landown
ing. They were all set for social advancement into the ranks of the commercial 
bourgeoisie or even of the nobility. In general, however, the former economic 
viability of the independent peasant farmers, variously known as kmiec, gbur, 
or wloknik, declined, and they were inexorably pushed into varying degrees of 
dependence on their noble neighbours. At the same time, the most numerous 
class of peasant smallholders - variously known as zagrodnik (smallholder), 
chatupnik (cottager), or ogrodnik (gardener), provided the main source of 
recruits for serfdom. Oddly enough, the poorest class of landless peasants, such 
as the komornik (tenant farmer), the katnik (patch-farmer), or the parobek 
(hired hand), possessing no landed assets with which to attract a prospective 
noble master, had a better chance of escaping the harshest impositions of feu
dalism. 

Important regional differences persisted. In Royal Prussia, where the manor
ial system was slow to develop, rents were usually paid in kind. In Podolia and 
Ukraine, on lands opened up by noble colonization, the peasant pioneers were 
offered ten, twenty, or even thirty years' enjoyment of their land free of labour 
services. 

In the Polish countryside, the principal institution linked with the rise of serf
dom was the Folwark - a form of manorial estate specially adapted for the 
efficient use of serf labour, and, within the technical limitations of the period, 
for the maximum production of grain. Its name derives from the German 
Vorwerk, meaning originally 'buildings adjacent to the manor' and later 
'demesne farm'. Over some 300 years, it became a characteristic feature of the 
countryside, leaving its mark both on Polish society and on Polish topography. 
(See Map 14.) 

The Folwark developed out of earlier village communities already based on 
the noble household, and had predecessors in the medieval praedia militaria or 
'military estate', which had been designed for the upkeep of the knighthood. It 
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took shape gradually, by expanding the lord's holding at the expense of those of 
the peasants, by land purchase, by agreement, or by the absorption of marginal 
waste, forest, or unused plots. As it depended on peasant labour, it had nothing 
to gain from evictions; but it transformed the ancient strip-holdings into large 
demesne fields, leaving a separate, smaller area for the peasants' individual 
plots. By 1560-70, its average size in the Kingdom of Poland exclusive of Prussia 
has been calculated at 3.6 lan, that is, 60 hectares or 148 acres. Although some 
examples on the great ecclesiastical estates may have reached 20 lan (823 acres), 
encompassing a dozen settlements or more, others occupied as little as 1 lan (41 
acres). Its typical lay-out - with the peasant cottages hugging the fringes of the 
great house and the enclosed farm buildings - remained unchanged until the 
nineteenth century. Only then, with the ending of serfdom and labour services, 
did enclosures and evictions change the pattern once again. Even so, at no time 
did the folwark system monopolize agrarian land. In the Lustracja of 1564-6 
affecting 1,940 royal villages in the Kingdom, only 591, or less than one-third, 
were run as folwarks. In the review of the Lubomirski latifundium of 1739, there 
were 213 folwarks among 940 villages. Among the lesser nobility, the typical 
pattern was to run the home farm as a folwark, whilst keeping one or two vil
lages under the age-old strip system of the peasant tenants. 

The labour-force of the Folwark consisted of two distinct categories, the serf-
tenants and the specialist personnel. The serfs, usually 15 to 20 families, held 
private plots to support themselves and in return provided unpaid labour on the 
demesne land. In medieval times, labour services had not been very exacting, 
and took the form either oijutrzyny, meaning the cultivation of a specified addi
tional plot in the peasant's own time, or else the rather casual robocizna, where 
the peasant had to work 4, 6, 12, or 20 days in the year, or 'whenever asked', at 
harvest or threshing. In the sixteenth century, however, the principle of the 
panszczyzna tygodniowa, or 'weekly service', became general. In the first half of 
the century, 1 or 2 days' labour from sunrise to sunset was demanded every week 
in return for every tan of peasant land. In the second half, this was rising to 3 
and 4 days per week. In the eighteenth century, 6, 7, or even 8 days were 
demanded. In practical terms, the husband of the peasant family and possibly 
one or more of his sons spent most of their time working for the lord, whilst his 
wife and younger children were left to cultivate the family plot and to beat off 
starvation.19 

The specialist personnel of the Folwark, numbering 7 or 8 people, enjoyed 
less burdensome conditions. In the larger villages, there was the soltys (in 
German, Schultheiss), an official who seems to have been more the agent of 
seigneurial jurisdiction, than, as was once supposed, the head of a communal 
system of peasant self-government. At all events, he enjoyed possession of a 
large holding freed from labour dues, plus one-sixth of the rents, and one-third 
of the revenue of the village court. A wlodarz acted as foreman of the serfs. He 
also enjoyed land free of service. In the role of management when the lord was 
not in personal charge, there would be a salaried dwornik (bailiff) and, for the 
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female staff, a dworka. The woznica (carter), parobek (ploughman), pasterz 
(cowherd), owczarz (shepherd), and the milkmaids, all lived near the manor 
house, and received clothing, boots, daily meals, and a small annual wage of 
36-60 groszy paid at Christmas. 

From these details, it must be obvious that the degree of agricultural special
ization was very low by modern standards. The manager of the Folwark could 
only think of producing a grain surplus after self-sufficiency had been achieved 
in milk, meat, wool, bread, vegetables, leather, beer, and all his immediate 
requirements. On the noble estates, in 1565 average cash incomes for the typical 
folwark have been calculated at 239 zl. per annum in Malopolska; 142 in 
Wielkopolska; 186 zl. per annum overall. On the less efficient, larger estates of 
the Crown, the Church or the magnates, the folwarks were less remunerative. 
But there is no comparison between the income obtained from folwarks as a 
whole - 48 zl. per lan under cultivation - and the meagre 2.5 zl. per lan obtained 
from peasant holdings. It is true, of course, that the folwark's income hides the 
valuable item of unpaid labour which would otherwise have contributed to the 
working of the peasant holdings. Notwithstanding, the discrepancy was enor
mous. The folwark system worked on the assumption that it gave the serf a min
imum of land and security whilst maximizing the noble owner's cash profit.20 

For reasons which are not entirely clear, the productivity of the folwark 
reached a point at the end of the sixteenth century beyond which it did not 
progress. Up to that point, the intensification of serfdom can be seen as part of 
the response to the prospect of increased prosperity. Thereafter, it must be seen 
as a means of trying to keep pace with a falling standard of living. Serfdom was 
thus encouraged both by the rise of the Vistula trade, and also, paradoxically, 
by its decline. 

As it turned out, grain was not the best commodity on which to found the for
tunes of state and society. The Grain Trade did not develop many skills, tech
niques, or forms of organization that did not exist already. It did not require any 
manufacturing process, except for milling, nor any raw materials whose import 
would have balanced the export of the fruits of the country's labour. It fostered 
the massive import of foreign currency which was promptly spent on foreign 
luxuries. But it did nothing to relieve the immobility of rural agrarian society. 
On the contrary, it tied the peasantry to the land more firmly than ever before, 
strangulated the development of towns, and underpinned the mounting 
supremacy of the landowning interest. In short, at the price of several decades 
of superficial prosperity, it preserved and strengthened the worst aspects of the 
medieval economy whilst preventing the growth of that variety and flexibility 
which enabled stronger economies to ride adversity and to grow. How much 
more fortunate was England, whose sheep nibbled their way through Feudalism 
at an early date, or Sweden, whose iron girded a tiny nation with continental 
pretensions! 

The state, in particular, gained very little advantage from the Grain Trade. 
The producers had contrived to frame the laws of property and taxation to suit 
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themselves. Noblemen paid no excise on their own produce nor on goods for 
their own use. As taxpayers they were assessed according to the land they held, 
not according to what they produced or what they earned. This meant that the 
active prosperous producer paid the same as his idle neighbour. In favourable 
years, the state benefited little from increased prosperity, and accumulated no 
funds to offset hard times, when the rate of taxation was necessarily low. In later 
years, central taxation all but ceased. From 1588, the King took one-half of the 
port dues raised in Danzig, in addition to the Vistula tolls; and these sums were 
not negligible. (In 1626-9, when Gustavus Adolphus controlled the Vistula, his 
income from the tolls is supposed to have covered a quarter of his entire 
expenses in the German War.) But this was no more than the small change of the 
Vistula Trade at its height. The really big money sped abroad in the profits of 
Dutch entrepreneurs, or stayed in Danzig in the coffers of the financiers, manu
facturers, and merchants. The Danzig patricians were no less wealthy than the 
great magnates, many of whom were deeply in debt to them. People in Poland 
who complained of their usurious lending rates - which, at 18 or 20 per cent, 
were three or four times higher than the rate prevalent in Danzig among them
selves — or of their shameless bribery of prominent politicians, found that in 
practice little could be done. As King Stephen Batory ruefully commented, The 
Danzigers shoot with golden bullets.' In 1637, Wladyslaw IV himself borrowed 
1 million zl. from George Hewelka of Danzig. It was symptomatic of deeper ills. 
Danzig lived well off the Republic. In more senses than one, the Vistula Trade 
was essentially a one-way business. 

The decline of the Vistula Trade after 1648 coincided with the decline of the 
power and prosperity of the Republic as a whole. Many modem historians 
would propose that the one was the cause of the other. Others, whilst denying 
such a close causal relationship between economic and political life, would have 
to admit that the coincidence is more than a little striking. 

Certainly, almost all available indices point to the conclusion that in the mid-
seventeenth century the Republic of Poland-Lithuania was beset by an irre
versible process of economic regression. By 1750, the Republic's economy was 
considerably weaker, and its inhabitants considerably poorer, than two cen
turies earlier. Studies based on the lands of the Archbishop of Gniezno, which 
were scattered across the Korona, show that agricultural methods, no less than 
agricultural production declined dramatically. Taking the year 1500 as index 
100, the figures record steady advance in the sixteenth century, catastrophic col
lapse in the second half of the seventeenth, and only partial recovery in the eigh
teenth: 
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(1500) (1600) (1660) (1800) 

Cultivated area 100 110 65 (1685) 94 
Grain Production: 
Peasants 100 100 30 63 
Folwark 100 125 45 118 
Total 100 104 27 63 

Livestock 100 86 60 67 
Fallow land 13% (1517) 5% 40% (1685) 26%(1787) 

According to this sample, the only sector which recovered at all was that of fol
wark grain production.22 Most seriously, the grain yields reverted to medieval 
levels. Rye yields of 1:3, and wheat yields of 1:31/2, which were common around 
1750, contrast with 1:31/2 or 1:5 respectively in 1600.23 The mass of the popula
tion toiled harder and harder, and earned less and less to eat. 

The Grain Trade suffered likewise. Although different researchers use differ
ent systems of measurement, the pattern is the same. Following the peak 
of 1618—19, the figures never recover. The war decades of the 1650s, 1700s, 
and 1730s witness slumps sinking to one-quarter of the 1618 level. In between, 
ever more infrequent peak performances never surpass two-thirds of their early 
seventeenth-century equivalents. Maczak's figures for Danzig grain passing 
through the Danish Sound are typical: 

1618 85,000 lasts24 

1644 59,000 lasts 
1669 47,000 lasts 
(1680-90) annual average 48,000 lasts 
(1700-20) annual average 20,000 lasts 
1724 54,000 lasts 
(1731-50) annual average 20,000 lasts 
1751 50,000 lasts 

Other sources confirm that in 1751 the Republic crossed the magical barrier of 
100,000 lasts of exported grain for the first and only time since 1619. It was the 
final success of a dying trade. 

Wars undoubtedly caused immense damage to the Vistula Trade. In particu
lar, in the years between 1648 and 1660, when the Republic was submerged by 
wave after wave of invaders, losses were inflicted as calamitous as those of the 
Thirty Years War in Germany. The Republic as a whole lost one-quarter of its 
population, eliminating at a stroke the entire natural increase of the previous 
century. In Royal Prussia, mortality was as high as 60 per cent, in the towns of 
Mazovia 70 per cent. In 1655, Danzig alone lost 9,000 souls from plague and 
siege. At Oswiecim (Auschwitz), the Swedes left 15 houses standing out of 500. 
In the countryside, estates were sacked and razed, or ruined by confiscation of 
all their stock. Similar horrors recurred during the Great Northern War, the 
Wars of the Polish and Austrian Successions, the Seven Years War, and the Wars 
of the Three Partitions. At such moments, sailing down the Vistula with rafts 
laden with food was not a viable proposition. 
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Mere destruction, however, does not explain everything. In some parts of 
Europe, in neighbouring Bohemia, for example, the setbacks of the seventeenth 
century acted as a spur for future development. In Poland's case, it is necessary 
to explain not just the damage of the war years, but, more importantly, the fail
ure to recover during the years of peace. Present-day Polish historians seek the 
primary cause within the agrarian system, seeing serfdom and the folwark as 
crucial elements in a vicious circle of increasing exploitation and diminishing 
returns. Others pay equal attention to the growing deficiencies of both demand 
and supply. Already in the 1640s, before the wars, ballast sailings from Danzig, 
which rose from 5.7 per cent in 1641 to 20.5 per cent in 1648, indicate that for
eign entrepreneurs were not finding grain in the required quantity or at the right 
price.25 In the 1650s, when Dutch merchants were again offering record prices 
in Danzig, they could not fill their ships. Thereafter, conditions in Western 
Europe changed, and demand fell. Large tracts of the Netherlands, of France, 
and of East Anglia were drained, and turned over to cereal production. The 
Dutch moederhandel was gradually overhauled by the French and English, who 
had new preferences and new routes. As markets and price differentials shifted, 
there was no longer the same strong incentive for entrepreneurs to send their 
ships to Danzig. The break in continuity which occurred in the decade after 1648 
was sufficient to interrupt people's habits and to sever contacts built up over the 
preceding century. Like an engine starved of fuel, the Vistula Trade stalled, and, 
although restarted, was never able to fire again at more than half power. It fell 
into a vicious crisis of confidence, where diminished demand increasingly dam
aged the producer's ability to effect supply. Once the Amsterdam Fleet failed to 
appear in Danzig in its accustomed numbers, the Polish nobleman felt less will
ing to risk the long river voyage with his grain, and having omitted to arrange 
his contract in advance, would be less likely to make provision for a large sur
plus in the following summer. In this way, he put himself in a position where he 
could not have met the former demand for grain, even if it had reappeared. Once 
the trade cycle was broken, it could not be easily restored. The western entre
preneur needed to have confidence in the Polish market before dispatching his 
fleet to the Baltic, just as the Polish producer needed to have confidence in the 
foreign demand before he sowed his corn. Once their mutual confidence was 
shaken, the Vistula Trade could not possibly flourish, even when the wind blew 
fair and the corn grew tall. 

Economic recovery was further hampered by the decentralized structure 
of the Polish-Lithuanian state. In neighbouring Prussia, whose independent 
existence was launched in the midst of the Republic's Swedish War, economic 
problems of similar magnitude were overcome by state enterprise. The mercan
tilism of the Hohenzollerns, whose Excise officers excelled their grenadiers in 
determination and ruthlessness, brought the sandy wastes of Brandenburg into 
bloom, and enabled Konigsberg to succeed to Danzig's supremacy on the south
ern Baltic shore. In the Republic, such methods were simply not permissible. 
The king possessed neither the means nor the opportunity to take control of 
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economic affairs from the dietines; and the dietines lacked the means of co
ordinating their activities or of initiating anything which resembled a national 
economic policy. 

The withdrawal of the foreign demand, which had stimulated the Republic's 
economy so characteristically in the sixteenth century, inaugurated a social and 
economic retreat on a wide front. The expansion of the towns came to a halt. 
The bourgeoisie and the Jews, who had thrived on expanding commerce, fell on 
hard times, and into increasing dependence on the nobility. The 'middling 
noblemen', who had figured so prominently in the economic and political life of 
the preceding period, were unable to sustain their position. Having no good rea
son to exert themselves, they gradually abandoned the spirit of enterprise of 
their fathers, and, as their income declined, sold off their accumulated assets. In 
consequence, they became ever more vulnerable to the arrendator and the 
money-lender, and, in the political sphere, to the blandishments of wealthy 
patrons. The takings fell almost exclusively to the magnates. They bypassed the 
cities, and bought up the towns; they mobilized the Jews in their own interest, 
and pressurized the independent gentry. In the land market, they had no serious 
competitors, and gradually amassed latifundia of unparalleled proportions. 
Serfdom alone was not put into reverse. Having toiled throughout the sixteenth 
century to build the prosperity of the Republic's Golden Age, the serfs were now 
to be driven even harder to mitigate the effects of its misfortunes. Economic life 
deteriorated both qualitatively and quantitatively. In a world where initiative 
could not be rewarded, the habits and skills of prosperity were forgotten. The 
commercial expertise of the sixteenth century found no equivalent in the eigh
teenth; agricultural techniques degenerated; people were poorer not only in 
terms of what they earned, but also of what they ate and what they wore. 
Deprived of their spending power, they could not support the growth of a con
sumer market, or of industrial manufactures. Possessing little wealth, they could 
not be effectively taxed, and could not therefore afford to defend themselves. 
The scene was set for the Sarmatian idyll of the Saxon Era, where prolonged 
poverty bred ignorance and apathy. When the international vultures began to 
circle overhead, the impoverished Republic found that it was too weak to resist. 
In this sense, the decline of the Vistula trade, and the decay of economic life in 
general, must be seen as a necessary prelude to the Partitions. 

Nowadays, two centuries later, few signs remain of the Vistula's former glory. 
The river trade never revived, and under Prussian management declined further. 
The Vistula itself is very quiet, and for long stretches unnavigable. As the dykes 
have never been extended along the middle reaches, where flooding is endemic, it 
is quite unsuited to modern traffic of the sort that plies other European rivers such 
as the Rhine, the Rhone, or the Danube. A few contemporary landmarks have 
made their appearance, including the petrol refinery at Plock or the chemical 
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works at Pulawy. Warsaw, destroyed almost completely in 1944, has been resur
rected as a city of glass and concrete. Kazimierz Dolny, in contrast, with its 
magnificent Renaissance granaries, or Wloclawek, with its sleepy old houses on 
the waterfront, has changed little since Sebastian Klonowic sailed past in 1595, 
but Danzig has disappeared for ever. As Gdansk, it is an entirely new and Polish 
city. In the 152 years of Prussian rule, between 1793 and 1945, it lost all active 
memory of its erstwhile Polish connections. In the nineteenth century, its German 
citizens were recruited to German Nationalism. In the 1930s, their wholesale con
version to Nazism played an important part in the pre-war crisis. In 1945-6, those 
of them that had not fled already were deported to West Germany to make way 
for Polish immigrants from the USSR. As a result, the city's population is purely 
Polish for the first time in history. A visitor from Warsaw is no longer obliged to 
speak in Latin to make himself understood. The ruins of wartime have been 
cleared away. The historical monuments have been rebuilt, and renamed. The old 
Ordensmuehle constructed by the Teutonic Knights in 1350 is now just the 'Great 
Mill'; the Protestant Marienkircbe with its Memling Triptych, is now the 
Catholic Holy Trinity Church; the former municipal Artushof, with its famous 
ribbed vaulting dating from 1546, is now the 'Dwor Artusa'; the inimitable 
Krantor overlooking the Mottlau, is now the 'Zuraw' and overlooks the 
Motlawa. The Prussian memorial to the Leibhusaren Regiments No. 1 is nowhere 
to be found at all. In view of the horrors of the Second World War and of the Nazi 
Occupation, it is understandable that the present-day citizen of Gdansk takes 
very little interest in his city's German past. Indeed, the authorities go to great 
lengths to conceal it. They would find it very hard to comprehend the time when 
German Danzigers were loyal Polish subjects; and for the time being, they simply 
do not wish to know. The art of rafting has also disappeared. For this, the mod
ern traveller must go to Czorstyn on the Dunajec, 600 miles from the sea, where 
mountaineers in traditional costume punt groups of expectant tourists through 
the rapids of the Pieniny Gorge. There, the flisak or 'raftsman', who steers their 
craft through the foaming torrent, wears a hat trimmed with sixteen pairs of sea-
shells. He is fond of telling his passengers that each pair of shells represents one 
of the sixteen journeys to the sea which in time gone by was demanded from every 
boy before he was allowed to stay at home and find himself a wife. It is a good 
story; but like so much else in the history of the Vistula, must be counted little 
more than a watery legend. 
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MIASTO: 

The Vicissitudes of Urban Life 

Cities have never been particularly prominent in Polish civilization. Their 
origins in the Middle Ages had such strong German connections, that for long 
historians considered them to be mere colonial excrescences on the essentially 
rural Polish scene. The moments of prosperity in the sixteenth and early seven
teenth centuries passed so quickly that they left few lasting traditions. Their 
subsequent decay was so complete that there was little to arouse contemporary 
interest. Yet they present a subject without which the growth of Polish economy 
and society cannot be properly understood.1 

It is important to remember that in the medieval tradition, the city - civitas in 
Latin, miasto in Polish - was a juridical concept rather than a geographical 
phenomenon. The city was in no sense equivalent to what today might be called 
an 'urban area'. Indeed, most of the land within the city limits was devoted to 
agriculture and was indistinguishable in appearance from the surrounding 
countryside. Only the cluster of houses, churches, streets, and municipal build
ings in the city centre possessed a distinctly urban character, and even there the 
persistence of gardens, fields, and small-holdings would strike the modern eye 
as more suited to a village than to a municipality. The city, in fact, was defined 
in terms of the legal privileges embodied in its charter of incorporation, and in 
no way depended on the use to which its lands were put. Its bounds were fixed 
by law, and formed a precise jurisdictional district within which the king or 
patron had permanently ceded his former rights to the municipal courts. What 
is more, the gradual proliferation of immunities and private jurisdiction gave 
rise to a situation where several separate cities co-existed within the same urban 
conglomeration, together with numerous ill-defined settlements and suburbs. 
The medieval city of Krakow, for example, did not include the separate cities of 
Kazimierz and Kleparz. Yet it did include many square miles of land beyond the 
city walls, which has remained essentially rural in character to the present day. 
Warsaw contained two cities: Stare Miasto (The Old City) founded in 1300, and 
Nowe Miasto (The New City) founded in 1412. Around these two municipal 
foci, a multitude of distinct royal, ecclesiastical, or private jurisdictions prolif
erated, each with its own laws and government. To the casual observer, or to 
the geographer, the view from the cathedral spire presented a haphazard jumble 
of scattered groups of buildings. To the jurist, the jumble would have been 
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entirely explicable by the invisible lines of demarcation between the numerous 
jurisdictions. 

It should also be remembered that a considerable number of market towns 
and prosperous villages, whose outward appearance may closely have resem
bled that of the smaller cities, did not enjoy municipal status. For want of a 
patron and a charter, they could not offer their inhabitants the social, political, 
and economic advantages of self-government, and they remained subject to the 
owner of the land on which they happened to be located. These charterless 
towns were joined in due course by the growing ranks of former cities whose 
charters for one reason or another had fallen into disuse. 

The incorporation of cities, first encountered in Poland in the thirteenth cen
tury, continued at irregular intervals until the end of the eighteenth. In those six 
hundred years, almost two thousand acts of incorporation were recorded. In the 
early centuries, the initiative was usually taken by the King or the ruling prince, 
or in some cases by the Church. Nysa (Neisse) in Silesia, for instance, received 
its charter in 1220 from the Bishop of Breslau, twenty-two years before Breslau 
itself was incorporated. As time went on, however, the incorporation of cities 
by powerful noble patrons grew increasingly common, until eventually the pri
vate city became the commonest variety of all. Most cities were minuscule by 
modern standards. Most contained less than two thousand inhabitants. Of the 
700 chartered cities in the Kingdom of Poland in the late sixteenth century less 
than twenty - Krakow, Danzig, Elbing, Thorn, Bydgoszcz, Warsaw, Poznan, 
Lublin, Sandomierz, Lwow, Kamieniec, Korsun, Kiev, and Perejaslaw claimed 
a population of 10,000 or over. In Lithuania, only Wilno, Polotsk, Kowno, 
Brzesc, Pinsk, Witebsk, and Mohylew; and in Livonia, Riga, could match their 
larger Polish counterparts. 

The pattern of incorporation in Mazovia typified developments in the other 
central provinces. The first city of Mazovia, Plock, started life as the sprawling 
faubourg of the castle and cathedral on the banks of the Vistula, and received its 
charter from the Prince of Mazovia in 1237. Pultusk in 1257, and Lowicz in 1298 
were both ecclesiastical foundations; Warsaw, incorporated about 1300 from an 
existing market town, was another princely foundation. Mogilnica owed its 
birth in 1317 to a monastic order. The first noble foundations, Budiszowice and 
Bolimow, appeared in 1358 and 1370 respectively, at a time when princely and 
ecclesiastical charters still predominated. The fifteenth century saw the largest 
number of the province's new cities, forty-three in all. The sixteenth century 
saw the noble foundations (82 per cent) overtake all the others. The seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries saw numerous jurydyki (municipal jurisdictions) 
established by the nobility in the immediate vicinity of Warsaw, but little activ
ity elsewhere. The charters granted in 1670 by the Church to Gora Kalwaria and 
in 1791 by the King to Myszyniec, were already rarities in their day. All in all, of 
156 incorporations enacted in Mazovia between 1237 and 1791, 36 per cent were 
granted by the Prince or the King, 15 per cent by the Church, 49 per cent by the 
nobility.2 (See Map 15.) 
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Map 15. The Incorporated Cities of Mazovia 

The cities of Royal Prussia occupied a special place. Incorporated in the main 
in the era before 1454, when they had formed part of the Teutonic State, they 
retained a number of characteristic features. For one thing, in Elbing (Elblag), 
Dirschau (Tczew), Frauenberg (Frombork), Konitz (Chojnice), Braunsberg 
(Braniewo), and Hel, they included the only cities in Poland which adopted the 
law of Liibeck as opposed to that of Magdeburg. For another, they were solidly 
German. Most importantly, having been received into the Kingdom en bloc as 
members of the Prussian League, they were able to negotiate far-reaching tax 
exemptions and autonomous privileges. Between 1454 and 1569, they continued 
to send their representatives to the provincial Estates of Royal Prussia, and kept 
a voice in political affairs beyond their immediate walls. After 1569, together 
with Cracow and Wilno they sent 'observers' to the Sejm of the united Republic. 
In later years, thanks to the proximity of the Kingdom of Prussia and to the 
benefits of Baltic Commerce, they were less affected by the economic recession 
than were the cities of the interior. Royal Prussia was the only province of 
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Poland-Lithuania where the burgher estate could hold its own against the 
encroachments of the nobility. 

Urban society contained several distinct groups and strata. By tradition mem
bership of the mieszczanstwo or Burgher Estate was confined to Christian 
tax-payers enjoying full civil rights, and represented anything between one-third 
and two-thirds of a city's inhabitants. It was clearly divided between the patryc-
jat or 'oligarchy' on the one hand, and the citizens at large-the commoners who 
formed the Pospolstwo, or Communitas - on the other hand. In the sixteenth 
century, contemporary commentators often talked of the Three Orders - the 
'Senatorial Order' of city Councillors; the 'Second Order' of magistrates; and 
the 'Third Order' of commoners. The great patrician families of the First and 
Second Order in the old royal capital of Cracow frequently traced their fortunes 
to ancestors who had migrated from Germany, Hungary, or Italy. Their control 
of the public offices and commercial enterprises of the cities matched that of the 
magnates in the Republic as a whole, whilst their loans and services to the royal 
court gave them political influence independent of the nobility. The Turzons, 
Boners, and the Montelupi of Jagiellonian Cracow had their later counterparts 
in the Blanks and Teppers of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Warsaw.3 

The pospolstwo in contrast, was drawn from members of the craft guilds and 
the merchant confraternities. They saw themselves as the guardians of munici
pal democracy, which in their view was threatened no less by the arrogance of 
the patricians than by the unregulated activities of unlicensed craftsmen and 
artisans. Beyond the burgher estate were the so-called plebs, and the Jews. In 
some cities the plebs formed an absolute majority of the population. They were 
made up from the poor, who were disenfranchised by their inability to pay their 
taxes, and from all those migrants, fugitives, and casual workers whose lack of 
a permanent residence disqualified them from citizenship. The Jews formed a 
separate estate of their own, whose own threefold division into patricians, tax
payers, and plebeians closely mirrored that of their Gentile neighbours. 

Of Poland's private cities, Zamosc, founded in 1580 byJanZamoyski was, of 
course, the obvious showpiece. But it was just one of many. In their way, 
Tarnow founded by Hetman Jan Tarnowski, or Lewartow founded in 1543 by 
the Firleys, were equally splendid. Among the smaller foundations were 
Poniatow (1520) and Siennica (1526) in Mazovia, founded by the Poniatowski 
and Siennicki respectively; Krasiczyn and Baranow in Malopolska; Zolkiew 
and Stanislawow in Ruthenia; and Czartorysk and Klewan in Volhynia. 

The guilds or Cechy made their impact on every sector of urban life. 
Originally formed to protect the economic interests of particular specialist pro
fessions such as the Goldsmiths and the Armourers, they gradually established 
monopoly control over every craft and trade, and their activities spread into the 
religious, recreational, educational, military, and eventually the political sphere. 
In Cracow, the twenty-four guilds of the fifteenth century eventually rose to 
sixty; in Thorn, in 1650 there were seventy; in Lwow, according to the Lustracja 
of 1661, thirty-eight.* Each guild had its own statute, with its own rules and 
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practices, and exercised control over its own members. Demarcation disputes 
were legion. The war between the Tailors and Furriers over who should make 
fur coats ran for centuries. The appearance of artistic sculptors in the 
Renaissance period led to a long dispute between the Masons and the Painters. 
Riots and brawls between gangs of apprentices regularly disturbed the peace of 
the streets. Yet in the face of external pressures, the guilds usually closed ranks. 
They were particularly incensed by infringements of the 'closed shop' principle 
within the city limits, and were eternally complaining about the Jews, 'bun
glers', and interlopers whom they took to be undermining their livelihood. The 
formation of rival Jewish Guilds in each of the principal trades provided the 
main grounds for demands to deny the Jews the rights of residence. 

Membership of a guild involved a lifelong commitment. The guildsman wor
shipped in the chapel of his Guild, served in the trained band of his Guild, and 
frequented the Dom Bracki (Guild House) with his family. As an apprentice, he 
lived and worked for seven years under the roof of a master-craftsman, who was 
directly responsible for his training and conduct. As a young journeyman, he 
was sent abroad for one year and six weeks to gain experience in his trade in a 
distant city, or even in a foreign country. Finally, having completed his majster-
sztyk or 'masterwork' as proof of his competence, he was examined by a com
mittee of the Guild, and admitted to their ranks with all due pomp and 
ceremony. Once initiated with the title of Socius, Geselle, or Towarzysz 
(Comrade) he would then be required to buy a house in the city, to take a wife, 
to swear an oath of loyalty to the Guild, and to register himself as a full citizen. 
Not uncommonly, the new member was awarded a descriptive surname, and in 
this regard the rolls record many examples of coarse humour: 'Moczygeba' 
(Splash-mug); 'Klopoczybaba' (Get-Girl-In-Trouble); 'Mokrowstal' (Damp-
riser); even 'Pierdzikrzyczywol' (Farting-shouting-ox). Henceforth, he was enti
tled to speak at the general assemblies of his Guild, the so-called morgensprache 
or rozmowa poranna, and to cast his vote in the elections of Guild Elders.5 In a 
sense, the life of the Guilds was highly democratic. All decisions and activities 
were undertaken communally. In the wider sense, however, the Guilds were 
often seen to be acting in a sectional spirit, promoting the interests of their mem
bers against that of society as a whole. It was in this spirit at the beginning of the 
sixteenth century that Jan Ostrorog, Chancellor and jurist, sought to check their 
progress, and recommended their abolition. 

The merchants' confraternities or Gildia closely resembled the craftsmen's 
Guilds. In Cracow, they were regarded as a separate order of the burgher estate 
- the Ordo Mercatorum as distinct from the Ordo Mechanicorum - and they 

* Butchers, Bakers, Cobblers, Goldsmiths, Furriers, Tailors, Barber-Surgeons, Haberdashers, 
Swordmakers, Pewterers, Taverners, Locksmiths, Smiths, Boiler-makers, Coopers, 
Carpenters, Joiners, Wheelwrights, Cartwrights, Tanners, Leatherworkers, Weavers, 
Bellowsmakers, Harnessmakers, Honeymakers, Brewers, Mailers, Potters, Ropemakers, 
Turners, Hatters, Upholsterers, Masons, Needlemakers, Knife-grinders, Armourers, 
Embroiderers, Saddlers, and Others.4 
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enjoyed slightly different privileges. Elsewhere they were taken merely as the 
commercial branch of the guild system. They owed their origins to the much 
valued Right of Storage which made the fortunes of so many medieval towns; 
but their cherished monopoly only lost its value when the ancient commercial 
regulations fell into disuse.6 

Political life within the cities centred on efforts to check the arbitrary designs 
of the City Council. In the old days the City Council had itself acted as a demo
cratic check on the powers of the sovereign's representative, the Wojt; and 
Polish cities had passed through that same classical phase, first evident in 
medieval Italy, where the Popolo confronted the Podesta. In Poland, however, 
the supremacy of the Wojt was short-lived, and the Council was able to estab
lish its control over the judicial and executive, as well as the legislative, organs 
of self-government. In Cracow, for example, the royal Wojt lost his influence 
after the revolt of 1320, when Lokietek was happy enough to deprive his rep
resentative of the means for further insubordination. Henceforth, the appoint
ment of the Wojt passed within the purview of the Council, and the prerogatives 
of the Magistrates' Bench were merged within those of the Councillors. In con
sequence, the president of the City Council - the Burgermeister or Burmistrz 
(Mayor) - assumed the dominant position formerly wielded by the Wojt. What 
is more, the patrician families who made their fortunes in the Jagiellonian 
period tended to turn their seats on the City Council into hereditary offices, and 
to manage all elections and appointments in the City through the devious chan
nels of patronage and nepotism. By the sixteenth century, they had lost all pre
tence of their democratic origins and formed the core of the elitist, oligarchic 
establishment. In this situation in each of the cities the Guilds began to agitate 
against the Council in the name of the people, just as two hundred years earlier 
the Council had once agitated against the Wojt. The resolution of this constitu
tional struggle differed in every particular case; and in most of the private cities 
the powers of the patron, whether magnate or Bishop, were destined to reign 
supreme irrespective of the governmental forms adopted. In the great royal 
cities, however, the sixteenth century witnessed the evolution of an elaborate 
system of municipal autonomy that lasted almost until the end of the Republic. 

In Cracow, the principal organ of communal control was the 
Quadragintaviratus the 'Group of Forty Men' which first appeared in 1548. 
Elected by the Guilds and Confraternities from amongst their own Elders, it was 
the outcome of almost three decades of litigation in the royal courts, where the 
citizens had complained of the Council's arbitrary proceedings, especially in 
matters of finance. Henceforth the Forty Men met with the Council to form the 
joint Colloquium or 'City Meeting' at which all new legislation was discussed. 
Their representatives audited the accounts of the Lonberia or 'City Treasury', 
and their chairman, the Tribunas Plebis or 'People's Tribune' signed all import
ant documents in the company of the Mayor. The Council retained considerable 
powers of discretion in the executive sphere, and supervised the work of all the 
City Offices. The twenty-four life-tenured councillors controlled the machinery 
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for their perpetual re-election. Every year, the twelve retiring members of the 
Ruling Council exchanged places with the twelve returning members of the 
Alternative Council, who could then be counted on to return the compliment 
twelve months later; and so on, ad infinitum. Despite a ruling in the royal courts 
which prevented the abolition of formal elections, the councillors invariably 
filled vacancies within their own ranks or on the Magistrates' Bench with can
didates of their own choosing. On this score, the Group of Forty was quite pow
erless. The commoners could not hope to dismantle the oligarchy. Rather, by 
supervising its legislation and holding its purse-strings, they could only hope to 
trim its worst excesses.7 

In Danzig, where there were two distinct cities and corporations, the provisions 
for communal government were still more elaborate. As in Cracow, the citizen 
commoners had evolved an organ in the form of the 'Hundred Men' whereby they 
supervised the conduct of the executive offices. Here, since German was the sole 
language of government, all Danzig's institutions - from the Stadtrat (City 
Council) to the Ratsherrn (Councillors), the Schoppenherrn (Magistrates), and 
the Richter (Judge) - possessed exclusively German names. An account of the 
government and finances of Danzig is to be found in the papers of John 
Sanderson, who served as British consul there in the late seventeenth century: 

A short Account of the Present Estate ofDantzig. 1675 
Danzig is divided into two parts: viz: the altStadt and the Rechtstadt or the old and the 
Right Towne each haveing its distinct magistrates and Senate House. The magistrates of 
the old towne are; 5 Senators or Rahts-Herrn; and 12 Schoppen-Herrn alias Scabini. One 
of the Senators is yearely Praesedent, whch they call wortfuhrender Heir, or Speaker: and 
an other is Richter or Judge: wch offices are by these 5 executed alternately. The 
Schoppen or Scabinate do iudge all Criminal causes and some civil ones . . . 

The magistrates of the Right towne are divided into 3 Orders, viz: the Senate, the 
Schoppen, and the Common councell, called the '100' men. The Senate, consists of 4 
burgermasters and 14 Rahts-herrn or Senators wch togeth wth one senator from the old 
towne (who comes alwayes to their Session) is the higheste magistracie, having the Rule 
of whatsoever concernes the whole Citie in Generall, & the executive power of all their 
lawes, not onely Civil but alsoe ecclesiasticall, they haveing by a Priveledg from King 
Casimirus & Stephanus ius episcopate over all the churches in their territories: which are 
10 within the walls, 3 in the Suburbs & 10 or 11 more in those villadges under the 
Towne's iurisdiction, onely the Romane Catholicque Churches are excepted, wch are 
two belonging to the Dominican & Carmelite frei jers & one to the Nunns of St. Brigitta's 
Order, all three being within the walls. 

One of the 4 burgomasters is yearely Praesident, et an other Vice-Praesedent, wch 
offices they all execute by turnes, as for example Buergermaster Krumhausen is now 
Praesedent, and van Bummeln vice-Praesedent. The next yeare he thats now vice-
praesedent must bee Praesedent, & van Bodecker vice-praesedent who is to bee suc
ceeded by Burgermeister von der Lind. . . . 

The Senate doth yearely chuse a Richter or Judge wch must bee a Senator,... to which 
belongs all contraversies concerning matters of debt, wch when he hath determined 
either partie may appeale to the Senate, from whence they may alsoe appeale to the King 



2 3 2 MIASTO 

of Poland, Sc then the acts are translated into Latin Sc sent to his Matie. But if the mat
ter in Contraversie does not exceed f. 1000 or 75 lib. sterling, then they will not admit an 
appeale. . . . 

The Salaries allowed them out the Cities Chamber are as follows: to each burgermeis-
ter yearely 2000 dollers, to each Rahtsherr 1000 gilders Sc to each schoppenherr 400 
gilders. They are in all 4 burgermasters, 19 Rahtsherrn, 24 Schoppenherrn, 1 syndicus, 1 
sub-syndicus, 6 secretaries wth severall Clerkes and instigators, wch alsoe receive their 
salaries out of the Cities Chamber. 

The Revenues of the Cities consist in the Lands Sc houses belonging to it, the accize of 
Beere, the Costomes upon goods imported Sc exported, Sc the Profit of their Great Mill. 

The first of these is knowne onely to the senate, wch they keepe very Private, nor will 
they let the Common-councell knowe what it is though often with much earnestness 
desired. 

The accize of Beere, wch is 3 gilders 16 grosz or 5s 3d sterl. per barrell comes to about 
50,000 dollers yearely. 

The customes are two fold. The first called pfahlgeld, the origin of which was for mon-
nies to buy Piles or long Posts of wood wch are ramd into the river to preserve the Haven 
from being choaked up with sand or mudd Sc this comes to about 21/2p Cent whereof one 
halfe belongs to the King of Poland, the other halfe to this Citie. The other is called zulag, 
wch is an imposition upon all goods Sc now by this senate made arbetrarie, yet its com
monly one halfe more than the pfahlgeld Sc the King hat no part thereof. . . What these 
Customes may come to yearely I cannot learne, but I guess them to bee about 70 thou
sand dollers. Their great Mill wch is within the towne hath 18 wheeles Sc serves the 
whole Citie both for brewing Sc Bakeing. It brings inn yearely about 40 thousand dollers 
wch comes alsoe into the publicque treasurie. And yet, notwithstanding those large rev
enues, they are much in Debt, wch they contracted in the last warr with Sweeden, Sc 
ended An0 1660. I am assured from a very good hand they pay now yearely above 15 
thousand pounds sterling for monnies they have at, & yet they allow but 41/2 to 5 p Cent 
for it. 

The Common councell or hundred men have noe iurisdiction, but without them noe 
law can be made, or nullefied, nor any taxes imposed upon the Burghers. 

The Burghers are generally but of indifferent Estates, they living heigh and Splendid. 
The greatest part of their wealth is in their houses Sc Granaries for Corne. I do much 
question if wee can finds 60 burghers in the whole Citie that are worth one with an other 
tenn thousand pounds sterling. 

The ships now belonging to Dantzig are not above 9 or 10 merchant men, Sc one is a 
manner built wch will be better than any of the other being above 200 lasts burthen and 
is to carrie 20 Gunns.8 

In many Polish cities, the main institutions of municipal self-government 
were closely reflected in those of the Jewish kahal (commune), which usually 
functioned alongside them. Like their Gentile counterparts on the City Council, 
the Jewish Elders operated a closed electoral system which was carefully 
designed to perpetuate the power of its authors. A complicated system of elec
toral colleges ensured that the rosbion (Elders), tuvim (Meliores or Betters), and 
kahal (Governors) of the new commune would always be chosen from the circle 
of the old one. In the Jewish case, the proportion of enfranchised tax-payers and 
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electors to the unenfranchised plebs was even more restricted than in the case of 
the Christian burghers.9 (See Diagram H.) 

In legal and constitutional matters, the older cities frequently guided the 
progress of more recent corporations. Just as Breslau imported the 'German 
Law' from Magdeburg, so Cracow imported it from Breslau, and Lwow from 
Cracow. The charters of Chelmno (Kulm) in Royal Prussia and of Neumarkt 
(Sroda Slaska) in Silesia served as local models by which later charters were 
drafted. The judgements of the older, superior courts, known as urteil or ortyle, 
served as precedents for the guidance of inferior ones. In the sixteenth century, 
Cracow's Quadragintavirat system was exported to several other cities, notably 
in 1577 to Lwow. It reappeared elsewhere in numerous variations such as 'the 
Twenty', 'the Sixteen', or 'the Eleven', not to mention 'the Hundred' of Danzig's 
Rechtstadt. 

The multinational character of the Polish cities in the past is a fact which 
official Polish historians of today often neglect, if they do not categorically deny. 
Yet the contention that the main cities of Poland-Lithuania were always pre
dominantly Polish is as absurd as the older prejudice which preferred to see them 
all as essentially German. In reality, the ethnic composition of urban society in 
Poland-Lithuania was exceedingly complicated, and was in constant flux. The 
subject is full of surprises. It is incontestable, of course, that the cities of Silesia 
and of the Baltic Coast, especially Breslau, Stettin, and Danzig were overwhelm
ingly German from the thirteenth century onwards. Yet it is curious to find that 
the cities of medieval Malopolska, too, were largely German in character, whilst 
the cities of Wielkopolska, which were nearer to Germany, were largely Polish. 
In the fourteenth century, not only 'Krakau' but equally Bochnia, Tarnow, 
Wieliczka, Sandez (Sacz), Sandomierz, Lublin, Przemysl, and even Lwow, were 
settled by Germans, whilst Poznan and Bydgoszcz stayed more in the hands of 
Poles. In the sixteenth century, in contrast, when Cracow was turning rapidly 
towards Polish culture, Poznan was strongly influenced by the Lutheran 
Reformation and took its first steps towards Germanization. In the 1530s the 
Sunday services in St. Mary's Church in Cracow were in Polish in the morning 
and German in the afternoon. German remained the official language of the 
Cracovian courts until the year 1600. In Wilno at that time, representatives of the 
four 'nations' - Lithuanians, Poles, Ruthenes, and Germans - took turns as head 
of the guilds. In Lwow restriction of citizenship to Roman Catholics encouraged 
assimilation into Polish culture. There, the Armenian community enjoyed the 
same autonomy as the Jews. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, impor
tant changes occurred when Polish noblemen deliberately sought to attract 
German urban settlers into new textile towns. Cities such as Rawicz (1638), 
Szlichtingtowo, and Szamocyn (Pfaffendorf) were expressly incorporated for 
this purpose. As an over-all generalization, it is probably true to say that the 
German element predominated in the cities of the Republic's western regions 
(where the rural population was largely Polish), whilst the Polish element pre
dominated in the cities of those eastern and southern regions where the rural 
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population was largely Lithuanian or Ruthenian. Everywhere Jewish communi
ties were well established in all the urban areas. 

To most outward appearances the urban life of Poland-Lithuania at the time 
of the Union of Lublin was heading in the same direction as that of Western 
Europe. The future must have seemed to hold the prospect of unlimited growth 
and prosperity. Both the inland and the seaborne trade were flourishing. The 
spate of new incorporations was still in full flood. Great cities like Poznan and 
Cracow, and small cities such as Tarnow, and Kazimierz Dolny, were being 
adorned by architectural wonders commensurate to their new civil pride. Urban 
society had reached the unprecedented level of 25 per cent of the Republic's total 
population; and within the urban centres, the Christian burghers still outnum
bered the growing Jewish estate. Yet the seeds of decay were already present. In 
1565, only four years before the Union, the Polish Sejm had passed a law which 
forbade native burghers to engage in foreign trade. As a result, thousands of 
burghers resigned from the citizenship of their native towns in a desperate effort 
to preserve their businesses. Henceforth, the more profitable branches of trade 
were increasingly taken over either by agents of the nobility or by foreigners. 
More seriously, large numbers of people were already finding the means to cir
cumvent the regulations of city life, and thus to discredit it. The nobles ignored 
the ban on their residence in royal cities, and broke the city laws with impunity. 
Their private cities avoided the tolls, the market dues, the customs and the rights 
of storage from which the older cities had lived; and their jurydyki offered 
refuge to all the law-breakers and casual immigrants whom the city courts and 
guilds sought to control. Their patronage of the Jews was a major stimulus 
whereby the Christian burgher estate came to be physically outnumbered in 
their own cities. For the time being, material prosperity masked the deeper 
flaws. But the writing was already on the city walls. 

Like all European capitals, Warsaw is, in its own way, unique. For much of its 
history, it possessed few of the attributes of a capital city. For most of the mod
ern period, it was more distinguished as the resort of intellectuals, burglars, and 
insurrectionists than as the home of a ruling elite. On this score, it is more akin 
to Dublin than to London or Washington. It is less elegant than Budapest or 
Bucharest, less picturesque than Belgrade or Sofia, less venerable than Prague, 
less impressive than Berlin. Most remarkably, when liberated by the Soviet 
Army on 17 January 1945, its ruins sheltered not a single living soul. In this 
regard, Warsaw is as ancient as a dozen European capitals: yet it is the youngest 
of them all.10 

Warsaw's rise to pre-eminence among Polish cities owed less to its inherent 
attributes than to its commanding strategic location. Perched on an elevated ter
race above the high, left bank of the middle Vistula, it is peculiarly exposed to 
the elements, especially to the east wind in winter. Lying in the middle of one of 
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Poland's least productive regions, it enjoyed but modest success in the corn and 
timber trade. As a minor provincial fortress of Mazovia, which did not form 
part of the Polish Kingdom until 1526, it passed the Middle Ages in the shadow 
both of Plock and of Czersk, and could not compare with the royal capital at 
Cracow. Yet, in time, its central position in the Republic of Poland-Lithuania 
was seen to offer unequalled advantages. Its position on the Vistula kept its res
idents in regular contact with Danzig in the north and Cracow in the south, and 
with the main commercial traffic. Equally, at a time when Poland was consoli
dating the constitutional union with Lithuania, Warsaw lay astride the main 
routes from west to east. From 1611, it has been the capital of all the successive 
states that the Polish lands have produced. 

Mazovian Warsaw grew slowly. It was founded in the last quarter of the thir
teenth century, in replacement of the nearby fort of Jazdow, destroyed in a 
Lithuanian raid in July 1262. It was named after some long-forgotten hero or 
patron called 'Warsza' and around 1300 received its first and long-lost muni
cipal charter according to the Chelmno Law. The Church, later the cathedral of 
St. John, the princely castle, the Market Square, and the city walls, all date from 
those early years. By 1321, Warsaw had become the seat of a castellan, and in 
1339 hosted the tribunal of inquiry into the conduct of the Teutonic Order, 
whose advance had recently obliged the Piast Prince of Mazovia to admit the 
suzerainty of Casimir the Great. In 1350, the Church and monastery of the 
Augustinians was founded. In the fifteenth century, in the afterglow of the vic
tory at Grunwald, Warsaw outpaced all its local rivals. Prince Janusz the Elder, 
who ruled from 1374 to 1429 permanently transferred the residence of his line 
together with the Mazovian archdeaconry from Czersk in 1413. He rebuilt the 
Castle, the Walls, and City Hall: installed the hereditary Wojt in a mansion on 
the Market Square (nowadays the seat of the Institute of History of the 
Academy of Sciences), and in 1408 founded Nowe Miasto (The New Town) 
with a charter and corporation of its own. This last development was intended 
to check the proliferation of the freti, or 'unregulated settlements' beyond the 
Walls, many of which were swelled by the rapid influx at this time of the Jews. 
The definitive defeat of the Teutonic Order in the Thirteen Years War made the 
separate political policies of the Mazovian Princes unnecessary. The last mem
bers of the ruling House vainly opposed the steady territorial and administrative 
encroachments of their Jagiellonian suzerains. The series of sudden deaths by 
poison, in 1522 of Princess Anna, and in 1524 and 1526 of her two unbalanced 
sons, Stanislaw and Janusz, brought a timely end of the profligate, heirless, and 
anachronistic rule of the House of Piast. (See Map 16.) 

Jagiellonian Warsaw enjoyed royal patronage from the start. The first visit of 
Zygmunt I in 1526 gave rise to the so-called 'Third Ordinance' for the cities of 
the Kingdom. Bona Sforza, who inherited her husband's estates in Mazovia, 
resided by preference in the palace of Jazdow, as did her daughter, Anna 
Jagiellonka. Zygmunt-August went there regularly on his progresses from 
Cracow to Wilno, especially in the 1560s when he was constantly drawn to the 
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Powaiki 

Map 16. Warsaw - the Growth of the City to 1800 
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north by the growing Livonian crisis. In 1568, he supervised the wooden piles as 
they were driven into the river-bed to carry the first bridge which spanned the 
Vistula at this point..(Supported across its length of five hundred yards on eigh
teen arches, the bridge was swept away by the Spring Flood of 1603 and not 
replaced.) By the time of Zygmunt-August's death, the medieval Castle had been 
transformed by Giovanni-Battista Quadro into a magnificent Renaissance 
palace. Most importantly, Warsaw had also assumed an active parliamentary 
role. Traditionally the home of the dietine of Mazovia which met in St. Martin's 
Church, the Sejm of the Korona assembled in the Royal Castle for the first time 
in 1556-7. In 1569, by the Union of Lublin, Warsaw was chosen as the perma
nent site of royal Elections. Especially under Bathory, it rapidly became the 
usual place for the biennial sessions of the Sejm of the Republic. 

The city's rising political importance was attended by constant municipal 
strife. The rivalry of the patriciate and the guilds was complicated by the pres
ence of the Jews, whose enterprise in Gentile eyes was largely pursued in defiance 
of established institutions. The original inhabitants of the ghetto, first mentioned 
in 1414, were expelled beyond the Walls in 1483, but soon returned. The Third 
Ordinance' of 1526 was accompanied by a decree of 'De non tolerandis Judaeis'. 
This, too, had little effect. Henceforth, the ghetto grew and prospered on the 
fringe of the city centre, in the area bordering the Walls and the New Town. 
Meanwhile the guilds, representing some fifty specialized trades, defended their 
privileges and monopolies with energy. The tumults of the masters and the 
apprentices were matched by the intrigues of the guilds as a whole against the 
merchant clans, and by their common front against Jewish interlopers. Yet, in a 
rapidly expanding economy, there was room for all. Entrepreneurs were 
attracted from far afield - goldsmiths from Cracow, leather traders from 
Bohemia, bankers from Germany. The wine-shop of Georg Fugger (Jerzy Fukier) 
which has been serving its customers on the Market Square since the 1540s 
was but one reminder of Warsaw's far-flung international connections. From 
some 4,500 in 1500, the city's population grew in the following century to over 
20,000. 

The decision to transfer the permanent residence of Court and Government 
from Cracow to Warsaw was finally taken in 1596. In the previous year, a seri
ous fire had damaged the royal quarters in Wawel Castle, and Zygmunt III Vasa 
had little desire to tarry in the south. Preoccupied with his Swedish domains 
which demanded constant communication via Danzig, and later with the cam
paigns in Muscovy, he gave orders for the further reconstruction of Warsaw 
Castle under his architect, Santa Gucci. Although building work continued for 
twenty years, the new Castle was ready to welcome the King on his victorious 
return from Smolensk in 1611, and to witness the submission of the captive 
Muscovite Tsar, Vazyl Szuyski. 

Royal Warsaw flourished for two centuries. Its buildings reflected the life 
of the monarchs, prelates, courtiers, courtesans, and camp followers who 
thronged the pages of its history. It grew from a town of wooden houses and 
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brick churches into a capital of stone and marble. Continual embellishment of 
the Royal Castle, notably by the addition of the Round Tower, the Theatre, and 
the Senatorial and Marble Chambers by the Vasas, was complemented by the 
construction of numerous supplementary residences. Anna Vasa, the king's sis
ter, built the Kazimierz Palace, now the central building of Warsaw University. 
Her nephew, Wiadysaw IV, completed the Ujazd Palace, on the southern out
skirts. Sobieski was responsible for his Queen's summer residence at Marymont 
to the north, and for Augustyn Locci's exquisite 'Villa Nova' (Wilanow) to the 
south; August II for the Saxon Palace and Garden to the west; and Stanislaw-
August for the delightful Lazienki Palace which he constructed on the site of 
Ujazd. Warsaw's first public monument, the Zygmunt Column raised in 1646 by 
Wiadysaw IV in honour of his father, dominated the Cracow Faubourg until its 
destruction in 1939, and has since been rebuilt. 

The Counter-Reformation left an indelible mark. In 1602, St. John's 
Cathedral received a Baroque facade and a covered gallery connecting it with 
the Royal Castle. In 1608, next to the cathedral, the Jesuits celebrated their ris
ing fortunes with a magnificent oratory containing twenty marble altars. In 
1623, the Reformed Franciscans replaced their wooden chapel with a stone 
church, whilst in 1638, the Dominicans dedicated their new Church of St. 
Hyacinth. Many other Baroque churches, initiated in the early seventeenth cen
tury were still awaiting completion long after the Swedish occupation. Such was 
the church of the Carmelites (1630) on the Cracow Faubourg, or that of the 
Piarists on Dluga Street (1681); the Sacramental Convent of St. Kazimierz (1688) 
built by Marysienka in Nowe Miasto; and the Capucin Church, or the Church 
of the Holy Cross (1696) by Giovanni Bellotto, opposite the Kazimierz Palace. 
Devotional motives inspired August Il's construction in 1724—31, of the Aleje 
Ujazdowskie, a long straight avenue whose linden trees shaded twenty-eight cal
vary chapels. In the reign of Stanislaw-August, Catholic building was outshone 
by the cylindrical Evangelical Church, designed in 1777—9 by Simon Zug. 

The magnates, too, were active builders. In the sixteenth century, the 
burghers of Warsaw had frequently complained to the King of the damage 
inflicted on their gardens, furniture, wives, and servants by magnatial retinues 
forcibly quartered on them by the Crown Marshal during sessions of this Sejm. 
Clearly, the courtiers needed town houses of their own. The early examples, 
those of the Kazanowski, Koniecpolski, Krasinski, Ossolinski, Danillowicz, 
and Radziwill families were overshadowed by the magnificent generation of 
palaces of Sobieski's reign designed by the Dutch architect, Tylman van 
Gameren. Among these, the new Krasinski Palace, ordered by the Crown refer
endary, Jan Dobrogost Krasinski (1640-1717), or the Blue Palace of the 
Potockis, rivalled the properties of the King himself. In the eighteenth century, 
new landmarks of elegance were afforded by the horseshoe-form Mniszek 
Palace (1714); by the remodelled Pod Blacha Palace (1720) adjacent to the Royal 
Castle, later presented to Prince Poniatowski by his royal uncle; and by 
Franciszek Bielinski's 'Hotel' with its French rococo interior. 
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The magnates were largely responsible for the planned development of the 
city, most characteristically in their jurydyki or chartered wards exempted from 
the Corporation's control. These wards were replicas in miniature of the mag
nates' private towns in the country at large, and each contained their own and 
separate administration. The earliest example was given by the Starosta, Jan 
Grzybowski, who obtained a royal grant for the foundation of Grzybow in 
1610. This was soon followed by Dziekanka (1617) and Zadzikowska (1638). 
Nowe Leszno (1648) was the property of the Calvinist Leszczynskis, and a den 
of dissident politics. Muranow was named after Sobieski's Venetian architect, 
Belotti da Murano. Skaryszew (1648) on the right bank, belonging to the Bishop 
of Plock, was the kernel of the suburb of Praga. Czerniakow to the south 
belonged to Stanislaw Herakliusz Lubomirski (1642—1702), who founded there 
a Benardine Monastery, an artificial lake, and the family Mausoleum. 
Wielopole (1693) to the west was the work of the Crown Chancellor, Jan 
Wielopolski (d. 1688); Tamka, Alexandria (1670), Kapitulna, Kaleczyn, 
Bozydar (1702), and Ordynacka extended along the present-day Nowy Swiat. 
The last of these, built by the Palatine of Podolia, Jan Jakub Zamoyski (d. 1790) 
in 1739, was centred on the remodelled Gninski Palace (now the seat of the 
Chopin Institute). Bielino (1757) was laid out by the Crown Marshal Franciszek 
Bielinski (1683-1766) in the region of the present-day Marszalkowska St. 
'Marienstadt' (1762) and 'Stanislawow' (1768) on the river bank of Powisle 
beneath Nowy Swiat were the property of Stanislaw-August, who sold them to 
the city Council in exchange for land adjoining Lazienki. The jurydyki reflected 
the complete individuality of the magnates. Though condemned by the Sejm in 
1764, they were not entirely abolished till 1791. 

The districts of Joli Bord (later polonized to 'Zoliborz') and Praga developed 
more spontaneously. The former, clustered round a Piarist convent and the 
barracks of the Royal Guard, became the bourgeois suburb, sprinkled with the 
villas and gardens of high officials. The latter expanded both to the south and to 
the east. Saska Kepa (Saxon Islet) on the right-bank riverfront, an old Dutch peas
ant settlement once known as 'Holendry', was graced by the summer pavilion of 
August III, and attracted an increasing number of wealthy residents. Praga's east
ern outskirts on the Radzymin Road were leased by Stanislaw-August to a Jewish 
cattle merchant, Szmul Zbytkower. Their teeming streets, in effect the right-bank 
ghetto, were universally known as the 'Szmulowizna'. Each of these new devel
opments devoured large tracts of the City's agricultural land, which had fed the 
population since medieval times and which lent the City a semi-rural air until the 
end of the eighteenth century. Except for a makeshift pontoon, installed every 
summer from 1776 onwards under the management of the infamous Adam 
Poninski, the two halves of the city remained unjoined by any permanent bridge. 

Attempts to contain the City behind fixed limits met with only partial success. 
The earthworks of 1621-4 were inspired by news of the Turkish victory at 
Cecora. Joining two points on the river bank north of the New Town and south 
of the Carmelite Church in a wide arc, they reached as far inland as the Arsenal 
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at the end of Dtuga Street. They soon fell into disrepair. The earthworks of 1770 
were inspired by the threat of plague, and were intended as a basis for police and 
sanitary controls. They encircled the city on a circumference of some sixteen 
kilometres on both banks of the river, enclosing Zoliborz in the north, Lazienki 
in the south, and Praga across the river. In the Rising of 1794 they were pressed 
into service as the city's last line of defence. In the nineteenth century, they acted 
as a natural dividing line within which the railway tracks, power stations, gas
works, and cemeteries, were not able to penetrate. Their thirteen Gates or 
rogatki kept the nondescript modern suburbs apart from the historic city centre. 

Attempts to regulate the City's administration were constantly obstructed. 
From 1665, the Economic Offices of the Old Town and New Town were 
empowered to levy rates, to present their budget, and to administer municipal 
enterprises. From 1742, the Komisja Brukowa (Street Commission) under 
Marshal Bielinski addressed itself energetically to the task of paving the streets, 
laying drains, and building footbridges over numerous uncovered streams. But 
large districts and sectors of the population lay beyond the city's control. Only 
in the terminal years of the Republic was the old order overturned. Thanks to 
the labours of the Old Town's Mayor, Jan Dekert (1738-90), the City magis
trates joined with representatives of all the cities of Poland, and insisted on rad
ical reform. In 1767, Warsaw was incorporated into a single municipality, 
within seven wards. On 21 April 1791, a law of the Four Years' Diet extended 
the liberties of the burgher class. 

Schemes for co-ordinating the City's economic activities enjoyed earlier suc
cess. In 1691-5, a grandiose Market Hall, modelled on the Palais Royal in Paris, 
was intended to bring the retail trade of luxury and imported goods under one 
roof. It was named 'Marieville' (Marywil), like Marymont, after Sobieski's 
Queen. In 1720, another Trade Hall was founded by two French emigres, 
Malherbe and Pellison. Their business, which obtained several lucrative mono
polies, eventually passed into the hands of the banker, Peter Tepper (d. 1794). 

The fortunes of royal Warsaw were not unmixed, however. Natural disasters 
competed with man-made tragedies. The fires of 1544 and 1607, which 
consumed the Old Town Square, the plagues of 1624-5, 1652-3, 1707-8, the 
hurricane of 1602, which destroyed the cathedral tower, all caused grave loss, 
both human and material. The incessant scandals and tumults of the Court -
such as that in 1652 when the royal guards of the King's mistress, Elzbieta 
Radzie-jowska, the wife of the Vice-Chancellor of the Crown, successfully 
defended her from the regiments of an irate husband - engendered an atmos
phere of violence and insecurity. The royal Elections, which occasioned an 
influx of fifty thousand or even a hundred thousand armed noblemen with their 
retinues, were invariably attended by months of intrigue, crime, and violence. 
Foreign armies occupied the city on repeated occasions - the Swedes in 1655, 
1656, 1704,1705 and 1708; the Transylvanians in 1657; the Saxons in 1704 and 
1713; the Russians in 1706, 1717, 1733-5, 1763~41 , 1767~73, 1792~3, 1794; the 
Prussians in 1794—1806; the French in 1807—13. 
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After each successive disaster, the city's population shrank alarmingly. From 
18,000 in 1655, it fell to 6,000 in 1659, and, after the Third Partition, from 
150,000 in 1795 to 70,000 in 1806. 

Even so, Warsaw's progress contrasted sharply with that of the Republic's 
other cities. Despite the setbacks, Warsaw was generally growing and expand
ing throughout an era when most of its competitors experienced a catastrophic 
decline. 

The ruin of the cities of Poland-Lithuania, like that of the Republic's economy 
as a whole, can more easily be described than explained. As from 1648, colossal 
havoc was wreaked by invading armies, particularly in the Swedish Wars of 
1655-60, and in the Great Northern War of 1700-21. Those few cities which 
escaped destruction on the first occasion were invariably visited on the second. 
The smaller centres, which lacked the means for adequate defence, were spe
cially vulnerable. The Lustracje (Surveys of Royal estates) conducted after each 
of the wars provide a glimpse of deteriorating conditions. In 1661, for just one 
small example, the city of Jaworow in Ruthenia, at that time in lease to Colonel 
John Sobieski, could not even produce its records; and the commissioners dis
covered a very serious deterioration in the city's income since the previous sur
vey in 1627: 

Jaworow City 
The burghers of Jaworow, called on to present their rights, liberties, and privileges, 
replied that they had lost them during the recent enemy incursions, and for that reason 
could not produce the original copies. Instead, they produced a list of such rights drawn 
up in 1606 . . . and confirmed by our present gracious soveriegn, Jan Kazimierz, in 
Warsaw on 8 October, 1649, together with the signature of the King's Secretary, General 
Piotr Slawienski, over the great seal of the Chancery of the Korona. In this confirmation, 
the following is contained: 

Firstly, a confirmation on 2 July, 1569 by Sigismund-August, King of Poland, of letters 
issued on the sixth Sunday after the feast of St. Matthew in 1510 to the noble Lukasz de 
Gorka, Castellan of Poznan, hitherto the hereditary Lord of Jaworow, . . . by which 
confirmation, His Majesty also granted the incorporation of the city and its two suburbs, 
according to the German Law of Magdeburg . . . 

Next, a charter issued by King Stephen at Lwow on 22 May, 1578 and confirmed by 
King Sigismund III in Lublin on 7 November 1588, whereby the petition of several sena
tors for the city of Jaworow to exploit saline deposits commonly called madrepore was 
conceded . . . : 

The first privilege of Wladyslaw IV, dated at Cracow on 15 March 1633, which con
cerned the construction of the bridge . . .: 

The second privilege of Wladyslaw IV, dated at Cracow on 13 March 1633, which 
approved all previous charters granted by his royal predecessors . . . together with the 
Survey of the city undertaken by the inspectors of the Wojewodztwo of Ruthenia in 1629 
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The burghers also produced a treaty concluded between themselves and the infidel 
Jews in 1640... and another concluded and confirmed by his excellency the Starosta, Jan 
Sobieski, in 1655 . . . all of which we have kept and accepted, since nothing therein 
offends against the law. 

The Income from the City of Jaworow with both its suburbs 

The burghers pay a rent of 12 gr. for houses on the city square, and 8 gr. for 
houses on the streets. 
—According to the Survey of 1627, rent was paid for 32 houses on the square, 
apart from those belonging to the Council, the Wojt, and the church organist, 
i.e. 12 fl. 24 gr. 
Now rent is paid for 14 houses: 5 fl. 18 gr. 

(1629) (now) 
fl. gr. fl. gr. 

—For houses on Fara St., formerly 29 7 22 
now 22 5 26 

—For houses on Mill St., formerly 15 4 00 
now none — 

—For houses on Przemysl St., formerly 66 17 18 
now 29 

7 22 

—For houses on Jaroslaw St., formerly 10 2 20 
now 5 1 10 

—For houses on Lwow St., formerly 40 10 20 

now 18 4 24 

—For the city gardens beyond the dyke, 

formerly 30 26 
now 22 27 

—For the city fields . . . formerly 30 12 
now 19 19 

—For the city refineries . . . formerly 3 06 
now 1 06 

—The Smiths, formerly 10 paid 4 12 
now 4 pay 1 18 

—The Cobblers, formerly 16 paid 6 12 
now 24 pay 9 18 

—Jewish Taverners, formerly 23 paid 58 08 
now 5 pay 30 00 

—Tenant farmers, formerly 33 paid 43 10 
now 12 pay 36 00 

—For fodder, nothing is paid formerly 100 00 — 
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The fall of Jaworow's income from 842 to 508 florins over only thirty-four years 
represented a decrease in money terms of about 40 per cent; but in real terms, 
owing to rampant price inflation, of at least 80 per cent. The Survey further 
shows that the city's three churches - the Catholic Dominican Church, the 
Uniate Bazylian Church, and the Orthodox Church - were exempted from all 
contributions owing to their dilapidated state. The picture was in no way excep
tional. The ravages of the mid-seventeenth century proved permanent. As time 
went on, the condition of the cities declined still further. Trade dwindled. 
Artistic patronage vanished. The absolute number of city dwellers constantly 
diminished, whilst the number of registered citizens, and of skilled craftsmen, 

fl. gr. d. fl. gr. d. 

- The Greater Suburb of Jaworow, 
containing 251/4 Ian, together with 
the Orthodox priest and the Tavern 
used in 1627 to pay rent: 368 07 o 
- 9 bushels of barley @ 10 gr. 3 0 0 
- 4 0 hens @ 1 1/2d. 2 0 0 
and a cash gift 2 0 0 

Nowadays, since many fields have been 
abandoned, the residents pay various 

sums, in rent: 125 01 0 
- 13 half bushels, of barley @ 1 fl. 13 0 0 
- 20 hens @ 6 gr. 4 0 0 
- Cash gift 2 0 0 
- Honey 16 06 0 
- The Orthodox curate (protopop) pays — 2 0 0 
and the priest of the Nakomiczny Church — 1 01 0 
- T h e peasants, formerly 15, paid 67 21 0 

now pay 

55 12 0 
- The Lesser Suburb of Jaworow, 

containing 31/4(?) lan, used to pay 
in rent: 58 15 0 

now pay 17 16 9 

- The peasants, formerly paid 8 11 0 
now pay 5 03 0 

For transport to the River San, both 
suburbs pay 114 15 0 

For cartage, the Nakomiczny Church pays 7 0 0 

TOTAL INCOME formerly 842 04 9 
now 508 28 911 



244 MIASTO 

decreased in proportion to the plebs, the poor, and the Jews. The urban popu
lation sank to a mere 15 per cent of the whole. The great cities assumed the air 
of small towns; whilst the minor cities were reverting to the state of overgrown, 
country villages, not to say of ghost towns. By the mid-eighteenth century, in the 
words of a contemporary description, 'Every street was an open field, every 
square a desert.' This phenomenon of urban decline was not unknown else
where in Central and Eastern Europe at this time; but its manifestations in 
Poland-Lithuania were unusually severe. 

The causes of decline as proposed by historians are many and various. War 
devastation was obviously important as a precipitating factor, but cannot in 
itself explain the cities' failure to revive in times of peace. Dwindling trade, too, 
was bound to affect urban prosperity, but does not explain, why many cities 
failed to keep their share of such commerce that survived. The growth of 
mercantilist states on the Republic's borders conceivably provided added com
petition. The fact that not only Breslau but also Riga after 1621 and Konigsberg 
after 1657 lay beyond foreign customs barriers may have adversely affected the 
Republic's commercial prospects. Financial historians have stressed the devalu
ation of the Republic's currency with the associated boost to inflation. The last 
royal mint in Poland-Lithuania closed in 1688. Social historians have variously 
pointed both to the exclusiveness of the Jews and to the complacency of 
the nobility as causes of the distress of the burgher estate. Certainly the 
noble—Jewish alliance represented an important challenge to the burghers' for
mer supremacy in commercial matters. But none of these points approaches the 
heart of the problem. Surely, in analysing urban decline, the historian should 
look less for external scapegoats and more for signs of internal weakness. Here, 
one is immediately struck by the centrifugal forces within the political life of the 
cities. There were conflicts between the patricate and the commoners, and 
between the citizens and the plebs; there were conflicts of a religious and 
national character between Catholics, Protestants, Uniates, or Orthodox as 
between Poles, Germans, Ruthenes, and Lithuanians; and there was the funda
mental division between the Christian burghers and the Jewish estate. The 
Guilds were greatly fragmented into official, unofficial, and national sectors. In 
the political sphere, the cities were defenceless. In their era of prosperity, they 
had failed to gain adequate representation in the Sejm - the observers from 
Cracow, Wilno, and Royal Prussia in no way compensating for the absence of a 
commercial 'Tiers Etat' in the government of the state. Accordingly, in times of 
adversity, they could neither protect themselves from the nobility, nor seek 
redress from the King, nor reform themselves. They gradually fell victim to var
ious forms of exploitation and oppression. The waving of an ancient charter did 
not deter an imperious magnate from subverting the processes of municipal 
democracy to his own advantage. The possession of a diploma of citizenship did 
not save the indigent craftsman from the corvee. In the eighteenth century, there 
were instances where even the mayors of small private towns were driven 
into serfdom. Only the few great royal cities could resist, and then only in an 
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atrophied mockery of their former splendour. It was a sorry state of affairs, only 
partially redeemed by the relative strength of urban life in Royal Prussia or in 
the new textile towns of Wielkopolska. 

Attempts at reform had to wait till the second half of the eighteenth century. 
By that time, the vast majority of the Republic's 1,400 cities were tiny private 
administrative centres whose average population of 750 persons lived largely 
from agriculture. From the point of view of modern urban planning most of 
them were beyond redemption. On the initiative of the Sejm of 1764, a series of 
Komisje Boni Ordinis, or 'Commissions of Good Order', were instituted to 
investigate the plight of particular cities, and to recommend improvements. At 
the same time, the central organs of Jewish autonomy, including the Council of 
Four Lands, were suspended, with a view to reducing Jewish separatism and to 
creating a unified bourgeoisie. In the following decades, no less than twenty-two 
commissions were formed, sometimes with important effects. In Warsaw, for 
example, the separate jurisdictions of the Old City and the New City and of the 
noble jurydyki was abolished in 1767, and replaced by united courts and 
Council under a new City President. In Cracow, the old corporation was abol
ished in 1775, and replaced by a new streamlined Council of 12. elected members 
ruling over the four public departments of Justice, Finance, Welfare, and Police. 
For a brief period it looked as though the cities of Poland-Lithuania might be 
restored to economic prosperity and political independence. Intellectual and 
artistic life revived. Public building started again. The sons of the burghers 
flocked to the schools of the National Education Commission, and began to 
take an intelligent interest in their rights and their future. In 1791, following an 
active campaign by Jan Dekert, President of Warsaw, their admittance to the 
Sejm, to public office and to landed property was legally affirmed. Yet it was 
an illusory triumph. The work of the Four Years' Sejm was overturned before 
it could take effect. With the Third Partition of 1795, the cities of 
Poland-Lithuania were handed over to the mercy of partitioning powers whose 
own traditions regarding the proper place of the cities within the political order 
were very different from those of the Republic. 
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ANARCHIA: 

The Noble Democracy 

Throughout the modern period, the history of most European countries is dom
inated by the growth of the state. The emergence of national states in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries; the trends to Absolutism in the seventeenth 
and to Enlightened Despotism in the eighteenth century; and the drive to 
harness state power to economic, social, and educational programmes in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, have proceeded with no great regard to 
expressions of resistance or dissent. Certainly until the First World War, the 
arguments were mainly concerned with the directions, methods, and priorities 
of developing state power, and only on rare occasions with fundamental prob
lems as to the desirability or necessity of state power itself. Only after two world 
wars of unprecedented destructiveness, and the experience of Fascist and com
munist regimes which have devoured millions of human victims, have the 
excesses of the state inspired any general discomfort at the political achieve
ments of half a millennium. 

In this context, the workings of one of the very few states in which strong tra
ditions consistently opposed the pretensions of central government may prove 
instructive. In the Republic of Poland—Lithuania as constituted between the 
union of 1569 and the Third Partition of 1795, political anarchism provided one 
of the guiding ideals of its noble democracy. Its watchword — 'Nierzadem 
Polska Stoi' ('It is by unrule that Poland stands') - contains a paradox which 
Proudhon himself would have admired, and comes close to Bellegarrigue's 
famous slogan of 1848, 'L'Anarchie, c'est l'ordre'. Its laws and practices were 
inspired by deeply rooted beliefs in individual freedom and civil liberty which, 
for the period, were exceptional. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries they 
seem to have exercised some distant influence on the radical movements of 
Western Europe, not least through writings of the Polish Brethren. But in the 
eighteenth century they were completely unfashionable, and widely misunder
stood. During the Enlightenment, ' Anarchic' was used as a term of abuse, a syn
onym for chaos and terror; and in the nineteenth century, the former Republic 
continued to be the object of retrospective derision. To the Prussian and Russian 
historians who interpreted its downfall as part of their own rise to fame, it 
exhibited a degenerate form of government which had been rightly supplanted 
by the progressive and benevolent rule of their own monarchs. Their opinions 
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largely prevail in existing history textbooks to this day. The Republic of 
Poland-Lithuania was not a resounding success. For that reason its ideals and 
institutions have rarely received the attention they deserve.1 

Appropriately enough, the fundamental constitutional laws which supposedly 
governed the political life of Poland-Lithuania were nicely contradictory. 
Indeed the exact nature of the Union was disputed for much of its existence. 
According to the Union of Lublin, whose provisions were held to be sacrosanct 
by Polish jurists, the separate sovereignties of the Kingdom of Poland and of the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania had been voluntarily dissolved in 1569, and merged 
for ever into a new sovereign entity, the united Rzeczpospolita. All laws con
trary to the Act of Union were repealed. According to the Third Lithuanian 
Statute of 1588, however, the separate sovereignty of the Grand Duchy 
remained inviolate, and all laws contrary to the Statute, including several 
clauses of the Union of Lublin, were judged to be invalid.2 By any stretch of the 
imagination, the situation was absurd. In Poland, the Third Lithuanian Statute 
was thought to be unconstitutional. In Lithuania, the 'humiliating' Union of 
Lublin was seen by the authors of the Statute as an act of duress. Yet no attempt 
was made to resolve the confusion. Both the Act of Union, and the Third Statute 
remained in force until the end of the eighteenth century. What the average cit
izen thought or knew about the problem is difficult to say; but it is clear, whilst 
most Polish noblemen from the Kingdom held the Union to be binding, a minor
ity of their Lithuanian brethren continued to insist on the Grand Duchy's sepa
rate status. In this light, it could be argued that the constitutional union of 
Poland and Lithuania was not properly consummated until 1791, when the 
Rzeczpospolita Obojga Narodow (The 'Republic of the Two Nations') was 
solemnly declared as part of the Constitution of 3 May. Yet this latter union 
hardly left the paper on which it was written. The Grand Duchy of Lithuania 
was formally abolished by Russian decree after the Second Partition of 1793, 
just two years before the Polish rump of the Republic was abolished by the 
Third Partition of 1795. Ineluctably, therefore, in examining political traditions, 
the historian is obliged to rely less on the theory of the law, and more on the cus
toms and practice of established institutions. (See Diagram K.) 

The basic unit of constitutional life in Poland-Lithuania was the sejmik 
or dietine. (Both Sejm and sejmik, meaning 'assembly' and 'little assembly' 
derive from the old Czech word sejmovat, 'to bring together' or 'to summon'.) 
It crystallized in the fifteenth century out of earlier forms of meetings organized 
by the nobility, mainly for military purposes, and became the regular consulta
tive institution in all the provinces of the Kingdom, and later of the Republic. Its 
decisive moment occurred in 1454, at Nieszawa, at the beginning of the second 
Teutonic War, when the King conceded the principle that he would neither sum
mon the army nor raise taxes without prior consultation with the nobility. From 
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that point on, the nobles of each province met together at frequent intervals to 
conduct their own political and legislative business, and to consider the royal 
policy. When, in the course of time, the general Sejm and the Crown Tribunal 
were established, each of the dietines appointed representatives to pursue its 
interests in the activities of the central legislature and judiciary. By the sixteenth 
century, four types of session were held, sometimes successively, sometimes sep
arately. The sejmik poselski was called to elect two 'envoys' (posel)* to transmit 
the 'instructions' of the province's nobility to the Sejm; the sejmik deputacki 
elected two 'deputies' (deputat) to serve on the Crown Tribunal; the sejmik rela-
cyjny met to consider reports and recommendations from the Sejm and to take 
appropriate action; the sejmik gospodarski, or 'economic session', met to 
administer the trade and finance of the province, and to execute the resolutions 
of the Sejm in relation to taxes, military service, and land-holding. In this last 
function, the dietine was assisted by a number of professional administrative 
officers, headed by the subdelegat, whose job was to run everyday business in 
the intervals between sessions. At the end of its deliberations, the dietine passed 
its lauda or 'resolutions', which carried the full authority of law within the area 
of its competence. These resolutions did not require the royal assent. 

From this, it is important to recognize that the nobility regarded themselves 
as the supreme authority in the state, and considered the dietines to form the 
senior branch of the legislative process. The business of the central government 
occupied only one part of their deliberations, and not necessarily the most 
important one. They received the proposals of the King, of Sejm, or of the 
officers-of-state, with strong reservations as to their own competence, and did 
not feel bound to obey or to conform. Their envoys were expected to stick 
closely to their instructions and were required on oath to swear ' to Almighty 
God, Three-in-One, that I shall defend our freedom, and to admit no laws 
which are contrary to the instructions.' 

In November 1585, for example, the nobility of the palatinate of Cracow were 
summoned to their traditional point of assembly in the parish church of 
Proszowice, sixteen miles to the east of the old capital. Some six weeks before, 
a 'uniwersal' or circular writ had been sent by the King to the Palatine, Andrzej 
Teczynski, asking them to assemble on 8 November and to offer their advice on 
the disturbances which were shaking the country. In the previous year, the 
forces of the Chancellor of the Crown, Jan Zamoyski, had seized an outlawed 
nobleman, Samuel Zborowski, and executed him in the market-place at 
Cracow. Since the victim had openly circulated in the Republic for four years 
before his capture, and had served as a captain of cavalry in the recent cam
paigns against Muscovy, his death was widely interpreted as an act of private 

* In Polish, the word posel is used both for 'ambassador' and for a member of the Diet. It can
not be translated into English as 'deputy' because it would clash with the office of 'deputy 
to the Tribunal', whilst other possibilities such as 'representative', 'congressman', or 'MP', 
are inappropriate, 'Envoy' seems to be the nearest literal equivalent, but used in the sense of 
'delegate'. 
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vengeance. His brothers, Krzysztof and Jan, members of a wild and powerful 
Protestant clan, were preparing to retaliate. On 7 November Krzysztof 
Zborowski arrived in Proszowice one day early, and invested the church with a 
troop of armed retainers. Thus, on the 8th, when the dignitaries of the province 
arrived to take their places in the 'circle of knights' in front of the altar, they 
found themselves overborne from the gallery and the organ-loft by rows of pikes 
and muskets. Before they could proceed, Zborowski had sprung to his feet, and 
sworn to take revenge 'on the throat of Zamoyski' for the shameful murder of 
his brother, calling on the assembled nobles to make his cause their own. When 
the Bishop of Cracow, Piotr Myszkowski, and the Castellan of Biecz, Mikolaj 
Firlej, suggested recourse to the courts, they were rudely interrupted. The elec
tion of the Marshal of the dietine had to be conducted in the graveyard. On the 
second and third days, tempers rose still further. Zborowski's adherents sought 
to get their way by filibuster, or by drowning their opponents' arguments in 
peals from the belfry. Then, as Stanislaw Stadnicki, the Devil of Lancut rode in 
and took the Zborowskis' part, a firearm was aimed at Spytek Jordan, the leader 
of the opposition. Sympathy and force was nicely divided. The one point on 
which everyone was agreed was that Zamoyski's men had exceeded their rights 
by trespassing on the estates of the Zborowskis' niece, Katarzyna Wlodyk. The 
fact that the lady was harbouring an outlaw at the time made no difference to 
the inviolability of her property. According to the law of Neminem cap-
tivabimus, all nobles were immune from all such invasions until condemned in 
a court of law. As a lady, and a local landowner, she attracted great support. On 
11 November, the dietine was in a state of schism. Inside the church, the 
Zborowskis elected two of their own men, headed by Mikolaj Kazimierski, as 
envoys. Outside the church in the graveyard, the opposition elected another 
team led by Spytek Jordan. It was with the greatest difficulty that the rival 
groups were persuaded to pass their common resolutions, and to choose a clerk 
to write the instructions. In the end, of thirty-seven instructions, only one con
cerned the Zborowskis. Instruction No. 20 enjoined the envoys to protest in the 
Sejm against the invasion of the widow Wlodyk's estates, and to press for a fair 
hearing for the Zborowskis.3 

The detailed, parochial nature of the dietines' instructions is indicative of the 
nobility's deepest concerns. In 1667, Jan Chryzostom Pasek served as Marshal 
of the sejmik of Rawa in Mazovia, and recorded their instructions in full. 
Although this was a time of civil commotion caused by Lubomirski's Rebellion, 
and by the failing powers of the King, Jan Kazimierz, the nobles of the province 
showed an extraordinary concern for pettifogging detail: 

INSTRUCTIONS 
To their Lordships, the Honourable envoys of Rawa - Pan Adam Nowomiejski, District 
Judge in Rawa, and Pan Anselm Rekarski, Cup-Bearer of Rawa, unanimously elected by 
the noble sejmik: 
Inasmuch as everyone can see how our entire country must grieve at the sight of the 
troubles caused by the exertions of malevolent men, and by the ingratitude of those who 
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disrupt the Diets . . . we, as loyal subjects commend our envoys before all else to express 
our sympathy to this Royal Majesty, Our Gracious King, and to wish him a long and suc
cessful reign . . . 
1. As it is through frequent, unfounded, and illegal vetoes that Sessions of the Sejm 

have been dissolved, to the Republic's detriment, we order our envoys to find a 
means of limiting such vetoes by law . . . 

2. Further, our envoys are to beseech His Majesty to approve the Treaty at Legonice 

3. Since we cannot afford to raise back-pay for soldiers serving the Republic on credit 
out of taxes, our envoys will propose these measures: 

4. First that the colonels, captains-of-horse, foreign officers etc. postpone their claims, 
on a surety from the Treasury; 

5. Second, that the crown jewels be inventoried, and pawned; 
6. that priests, bishops, abbots, and curates prove themselves true sons of the land, 

and pledge a voluntary subsidy; 
7. that Customs and Excise, sales taxes, and the Jewish poll-tax be doubled; 
8. that the Army officers surrender their pay for the benefit of the common soldiers; 

14. that something be done to pay off the debt to his Highness, the Prince of 
Brandenburg; 

15. that the Prince of Kurland retain the city of Piltyn . . . 
16. that the wishes of our brothers from Livonia, whose estates are devastated, be 

satisfied . . . 
17. that the unresolved debt from 1662 be paid to the Orsettis... or a suitable security; 
18. Our envoys shall press to have the Mint closed, and its dyes destroyed; and . . . 
19. press also for the trials of Boratini and Tymff . . . 
20. that the administrators of the customs and excise prepare their accounts for inspec

tion . . . 
21. that His Majesty fix the prices of cloth and other things, whose insufferable costs 

burden the Republic . . . 

25. that the foreign ambassadors who have tarried here so long be dismissed . . . 
26. that no private emissaries be sent abroad, without permission . . . 
27. Whereas our province has been ravaged more than any other by the movements of 

the royal and confederate armies, that Our envoys plead for our taxes to be post
poned ad feliciora temporal 

28. that at least one Hetman be always present in the Army, in the cause of discipline, 
29. that absentee officers . . . forfeit their pay . . . 
30. that native szlacbta be permitted to serve in foreign armies; 
31. that His Grace, the Bishop of Chelm . . . be awarded a second abbey, regardless of 

the law against plurality . . . 
32. that Alexander Zaluski, Chamberlain of Rawa, be suitably compensated for his vil

lages in the Palatinate of Smolensk-Pavlovo, Shapoli, Borodino . . . now overrun 
by the confounded Muscovites . . . 

33. that the devastated city of Rawa . . . be exempt from taxes . . . 
34. that the land leased from Pan Piotr Sladkowski for a hospital be granted the privi

lege of ecclesiastical law, as requested by the vicar of Budiszowice . . . 
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We hereby commend their lordships, our envoys, to seek the bonum patriae in faith, hon
our, and conscience, so that our freedom be embellished . . . and to communicate in all 
matters with other provincial envoys. 
Given at Rawa, in the sejmik of nobles, 7 February, AD 1667, 

Jan Chryzostom z Goslawic Pasek, 
Deputy chamberlain, Marshal of the Sejmik.4 

The Sejm, or Diet, was instituted later than the dietines, and in many ways 
was subordinate to them. It certainly depended on them for the execution of its 
decisions. It seems to have been inspired by the experience of the Estates of 
Royal Prussia which had continued to function after the incorporation of that 
province into Poland in 1466.5 It first met in 1493 in Cracow, at royal request, as 
a 'parliament' of the Kingdom, with only forty elected envoys present. After 
1569, it was transformed into the joint assembly of the united Republic. It con
sisted of two chambers - the Senat or 'Senate', with 140 members, and the Izba 
Poselska or 'Chamber of Envoys', with 143-95 from the Kingdom, and 48 from 
the Grand Duchy. 

The Senate was composed from the chief officers of Church and State - 2 
archbishops, 17 Roman bishops, 4 Marshals, 4 Chancellors, 2 Treasurers, 33 
Palatines (Wojewoda), 77 Castellans (kasztelan), and the Starosta of Zmudz.* It 
was presided over by the Marshal of the Crown, and attended by the king. It had 
grown out of a medieval Royal Council, and in addition to its function as a 
chamber of the legislature, it retained its original function as the chief executive 
authority. In between sessions it appointed sixteen 'resident' senators, who 
stayed with the king and dealt with the day-to-day business of government. Its 
140 members were organized according to an ancient order of seniority. They 
sat round a rectangular floor with the king on his throne at one end, the bishops 
on their benches at the other, the state functionaries and Palatines in their arm
chairs down the sides, and the Castellans packed in round the back. 

As a rule, the lower chamber received two envoys from each of the provincial 
dietines, and two from the City of Cracow. In the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, when envoys from lands lost to the Republic continued to sit and 
when some provinces such as Royal Prussia sent as many as eight envoys each, 
the original 143 members rose to 182 in 1702 and exceptionally, in 1764 to 236. 
The chair was taken by a 'Marshal of the Sejm', elected by the envoys at the start 
of each session. According to the Union of Lublin, the Chamber was to meet 
with the Senate for a six weeks' session at least once in every two years, and to 
deliberate from 9 a.m. to dusk, except on Sundays and Saints' days. From 1702 
to 1764, the sessions were fixed well ahead, customarily on the first Monday 
after St. Michael's Day, every alternate year. If these sessions of the full or 
'Walrty Sejm' lasted the normal six weeks and in their regular cadence, they 
were called 'ordinary' sessions. If they met at urgent request for a shorter period, 

* The four Hetmans or Military Chiefs were the only high officers of state without senatorial 
rank. 
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they were called 'extraordinary'. On the death of the king, the Sejm was auto
matically convoked by the Primate acting as Interrex or 'Regent', whose task it 
was to prepare the election of a successor. This meeting was called the Sejm 
konwokacyjny or 'convocational assembly'. When the new king had been 
elected, the Sejm met again, first to confirm the terms of the king's contract in 
the Pacta Conventa at the Sejm elekcyjny (Electoral Assembly), and then to hear 
him swear the coronation oath at the Sejm koronacyjny (Coronation Assembly). 
(The failure of the king-elect to accept the Pacta Conventa or the oath as they 
stood would have required the immediate cancellation of the Coronation, and 
the calling of a new election.) Ever since 1505, when the constitution of Nihil 
Novi was passed, the Lower Chamber had enjoyed parity of status with the 
Senate. Through the Pacta Conventa, it held the ultimate check on the conduct 
of the king. As the servant of the dietines, it expressed the will of the noble citi
zens of the Republic, and controlled the vital spheres of military finance and 
state taxation. It was the more powerful element in the Sejm, therefore, and, as 
such, the highest authority in the state. These arrangements, completed in time 
for the accession of the first elected king in 1573, prevailed until 1791. 

During the three centuries of its existence, the Sejm conducted some 230 ses
sions. 147 of these were held in the Royal Castle in Warsaw; 38 in Piotrkow; 29 
in Cracow; 11 in Grodno (in response to a Lithuanian demand in 1678 to hold 
every third session in the Grand Duchy); 4 in Lublin; 3 in Thorn; 2 in 
Sandomierz; 2 in Radom; and 1 in each of several accidental localities. The very 
last session, assembled in Grodno to confirm the Second Partition, terminated 
its deliberations on 23 November 1793.6 

A Royal election in Poland was something rather special. In theory, every 
nobleman of the Republic was entitled to attend, and in practice, anything 
between ten and fifteen thousand usually did. They assembled on horseback on 
the Wola Field near Warsaw, forming up in serried ranks round the pavilions of 
their respective provinces. Any Catholic nobleman — citizen or foreigner — was 
eligible to present himself as a candidate. Each of the provinces discussed the 
matter beforehand in the dietines, and generally came to Warsaw with some 
idea of their preferences. Yet the process whereby this horde of armed horsemen 
reached a unanimous decision from dozens of candidates and viewpoints can 
only be described as one of collective intuition. At the start of the day, the spon
sors of each leading candidate would form a claque to publicize their cause. 
Deputations would move from pavilion to pavilion, testing the drift of the gen
eral mood, canvassing their clients, reporting back to their own provincial pavil
ion to decide what move to make. All the while the Marshal of the Crown would 
ride back and forth, urging the doubters to throw in their lot with the front run
ners, begging the losing parties not to resist unduly, cajoling them all to settle 
their differences and make their common choice. If he was lucky, by the evening, 
the name of the expected winner would be raised aloud; one by one the 
provinces would swell the chanting into a gigantic roar; and at last, swords 
raised to the sky, the nobility of the Republic would acclaim their King. As often 
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as not, however, the workings of intuition failed to inspire unanimity. Scenes of 
unutterable confusion, pitched battles, and private fights were commonplace. In 
1764, when only thirteen electors were killed, it was said that the Election was 
unusually quiet. On several occasions - in 1576, 1587, 1697, and 1733 - differ
ences were not resolved on the Field. In this case, a double election ensued, with 
two 'successful' kings-elect both setting out to enforce their claim in the result
ing civil war. The scene in 1669 at the Election of Michal Korybut Wisniowiecki 
was described by Pasek: 

Announcements went out from the Primate-Archbishop to the provinces urging the 
estates to make a speedy election . . . But the provinces refused their assent. Indeed, they 
ordered everyone to horse as if for war. They knew the Archbishop's motives . . . I, hav
ing married in the Cracow district, was now serving under the standard of Cracow, 
Eustachy Pisarski commanding. We set off for Wysimierzyce, stopping there for more 
than a week, and set foot in Warsaw in the first days of July. Then the other provincial 
detachments began to arrive, with large armies, magnatial retinues, and companies of 
infantry. Boguslaw Radziwill, for one, was accompanied by 8,000 handsomely equipped 
men. For the first time in Poland, we heard the so-called Prussian Music, which is played 
in front of the professional cavalry regiments on bassoons . . . 

Having sat through a few sessions and listened to the foreign ambassadors . . . the can
didate who appealed to us most was the Prince of Lorraine. He was a soldier and was 
young, and his ambassador had said these words at the end of his peroration: 'Quotquot 
sunt inimici vestri, cum omnibus in hoc arena certabit.'. . . 

The next day the senators rode out to the Electoral Field, which was covered with 
armies. Various opinions were being expressed . . . when one nobleman from Leczyca 
shouted out, 'If you supporters of Conde do not keep still, you'll see bullets flying.' One 
of the Senators answered him crudely, and the next minute they began to fire . . . Some 
squadrons of cavalry charged from the sidelines into the soldiers, trampling them under
foot . . . Finally, the officers collected their men, while the bishops and senators, half-
dead, crawled out from under the chairs and carriages . . . 

The next day there was no session. The gentlemen were recovering from their fright, 
drinking hyacinth tea. The provincial delegations stayed in their camp . . . 

On 16 June, the provincial envoys sent to the Archbishop,... to open further deliber
ations. He replied that he would not, being unsure of his safety . . . Someone from the 
throng speaks out: '. . . Since Our Reverend Father is not fulfilling the functions of his 
office, we'll ask the Castellan of Cracow to preside. After all, it's not a Pope we're elect
ing, and we can dispense with the priest. . .' 

As this was going on, the province of Wielkopolska now raises the shout of 'Vivat 
Rex.' Several from our delegation dash over to see whom they are cheering for. They 
returned with the news it was for Charles of Lorraine. In (the pavilion of) Leczyca and 
Kujawy, they were saying, 'We don't need a rich man or anyone related to royalty, for 
that's danger to Liberty. We need a strong, warlike man . . . As God has taken Czarniecki 
from us, let us elect his disciple, Polanowski.' 

Meanwhile, I, out of curiosity, rush across to the delegates of Sandomierz. I find they 
prefer someone of native blood. Recalling the many merits of the late Prince 
Wisniowiecki, they say it would be right to elect his heir, Prince Michal... At this, there's 
a roar from the province of Sandomierz, PVivat Piast! Vivat Rex Michael!' . . . The men 
from Kujawy, thinking it's for their Polanowski, started shouting too . . . Our Cracovian 
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officers, having taken a great deal of money from other candidates, say 'Wait! Have we 
gone mad?'. . . Pisarski asks me what I think of the situation. 'I think what God has put 
in my heart,' I replied, 'Vivat Rex Michael'. Whereon, I ride out of our line, charging 
after Sandomierz; and all our squadrons with their standards follow. . . . 

Then we led Wisniowiecki to the Assembly. There were congratulations for the King, 
. . . and heartache for the evildoers.7 

This extreme application of the elective principle to the monarchy of 
Poland-Lithuania recalls James Bryce's famous judgement on the constitution 
of the Holy Roman Empire in medieval Germany. Speaking of the formalization 
of the imperial electoral system by the Emperor Charles IV in 1356, Bryce com
mented: 'He legalised anarchy, and called it a constitution.'8 The parallel is an 
apt one. Many scholars, including Bryce, have held the Polish constitution to be 
a derivative, if not a copy, of the German system. Certainly, the ultimate 
supremacy of the Electors over the monarch provided one of the main causes of 
the monarchy's decline, in Poland-Lithuania, as also in Germany. 

Once elected, the king-elect proceeded to the Sejm to hear the nobility's pro
posals concerning the conditions on which they would agree to his coronation. 
In 1573, after the first election, nine such articles were drawn up for Henry 
Valois. In subsequent reigns, these 'Henrican Articles' formed a fixed constitu
tional contract which never varied. They insisted, among other things, on the 
nobility's right to elect their king freely in the future, irrespective of the king's 
plans for his own family; on their right to approve all declarations of war, all 
impositions of taxes, and all summons of the levee-en-masse; on regular meet
ings of the Sejm according to the Union of Lublin, and on the principle of toler
ation as enshrined in the act of the Confederation of Warsaw; and on the 
nomination of the sixteen resident Senators, not by the king, but by the Sejm. A 
final article enunciated the nobility's right of resistance, indeed their duty to dis
obey the king if he contravened his oath. In 1576, at the second election, a num
ber of additional articles, called Facta Conventa or 'agreed points' , were 
negotiated with Stefan Bathory. They related to specific promises which he had 
made at the time of his election regarding the conduct of foreign policy and the 
management of the royal debt; but they were not renewed. For the rest of the 
Republic's history, the terms 'Pacta Conventa' and 'Henrician Articles' were 
used indiscriminately. By these means, the King of the Republic was appointed 
as a lifelong manager, working on contract to the rules of the firm. From coro
nation to the grave, he could have no illusions but that he was the servant, and 
the nobility his master.9 

Yet parliamentary control over the royal Executive was by no means com
plete. In the detailed conduct of government, the king retained important pow
ers, and considerable room for political manoeuvre. For 98 weeks out of 104, he 
was the undisputed ruler of the Republic. As the incumbent of the Crown 
estates, he directly managed one-sixth of the land and population, disposing 
of economic and military resources greater than those of the greatest of the mag
nates. As a political patron, he could offer his loyal supporters not merely the 
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rewards of executive office but also lifelong tenancies of rich Crown properties 
and monopolies. He spoke with a dominant voice in all political appointments. 
Although he was not permitted to dismiss them unilaterally, he chose the sixteen 
officers of state - the Marszalek (Marshal), the Hetman (Commander), the 
Kanclerz (Chancellor), and the Podskarbi (Treasurer) of the Korona and of the 
Grand Duchy, with their deputies; he named the regional officers of Wojewoda 
(Palatine), Kasztelan (Castellan), and Starosta, and selected judicial officers 
from lists submitted by the Sejm or by the dietines; and he confirmed all apos
tolic appointments to abbeys and bishoprics in the Roman, Uniate, and 
Orthodox churches. In this way, he wielded an influence in the Senate 
far beyond that which was openly revealed during its formal proceedings. In 
legislative matters, he continued to issue edicts in all spheres not reserved by 
privilege to the Sejm; in military matters, he acted as the nominal Commander-
in-Chief to whom all soldiers addressed their oath of allegiance; in judicial mat
ters, he retained the right to act with the Sejm as the highest court of appeal; and 
in political matters, he was the natural protector of the lesser nobles against the 
magnates, and of the weaker estates - the burghers, Jews, peasants, and clergy 
- against the nobility as a whole. In foreign affairs, he claimed a leading role in 
the formulation of policy. In almost all his decisions, he had to carry the resident 
Senators with him; but he was not necessarily obliged to accept any proposals 
that were put to him. Even in relation to the Sejm, he could not be said in any 
sense to be powerless. It was the king who convened the Sejm, and who pro
rogued and dissolved it. It was the king who directed the programme of debates. 
It was the king whose signature turned parliamentary resolutions into statutory 
law. The King may well have been the servant of the noble Republic; but he was 
no puppet. 

The procedures of the 'ordinary' and 'extraordinary' sessions of the Sejm were 
often as confused, and as complicated as those of the royal elections. In 1585—6, 
for example, the Sejm which Bathory summoned to Warsaw to settle the 
Zborowski affair already discussed in the dietines, ended in political stalemate. 
It was summoned to assemble on 15 January. Three days earlier, the King made 
his entry into Warsaw from the south, accompanied by Konstanty Ostrogski, 
Palatine of Kiev, with 1,500 Cossacks and cavalry, and by Chancellor Zamoyski 
with 1,500 infantrymen. To the west, Krzystof Zborowski was approaching with 
an army of his own. It was the Chancellor's aim, as the diarist says, to be 'poten-
tior potentia potentissimi', to be 'stronger in strength than the strongest'. On the 
15th, the Archbishop of Lwow celebrated Mass in the Cathedral of St. John, and 
the newly elected Marshal of the Sejm, Pekoslawski, presented the loyal address. 
On the 16th, Phase One of the proceedings began with each chamber sitting sep
arately. The Lower House prepared a list of suggested appointees for the vacant 
offices of state, and debated matters arising from their instructions. When the 
rugi or 'scrutiny of membership' took place, the envoys of the nobles of Volhynia 
were admitted in place of 'two envoys of the lords of that province' who had 
held a dietine of their own. The Senate was debating the internal and external 
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problems of the day. Speaking in strict order of seniority, each senator presented 
his votum or 'opinion'. When it came to the turn of the Chancellor, he spoke in 
detail both about the troubles in Muscovy and the troubles at home. He 
explained why Samuel Zborowski had been pursued and executed, and insisted 
on his own good faith. 'I obey the law', he declared, 'and I uphold it.' In subse
quent days, it appeared that his ground was well prepared. He had intercepted 
the correspondence of Krzysztof Zborowski. Letters were produced in which the 
King was described as 'Baal', 'a graven image', 'a tyrant', and 'a Hungarian 
hound'. They hinted at a conspiracy to kill him while hunting. A demand was 
made to charge the culprit with lese-majeste, and to examine him before the 
Sejm. On 26 January Jan Zborowski, castellan of Gniezno, explained cum 
lacrimis that his brother was quick of tongue and would easily exonerate himself 
if given a safe-conduct. Following the recess on 2 and 3 February, Zamoyski 
treated the senators to a discourse on the virtues of the Roman Republic as con
trasted with the envy and demagoguery of the present. On the 7th and 8th, the 
King judged criminal matters, and the Sejm moved on to Muscovite affairs, and 
interviewed prisoners recently released by the Tsar. By the 18th, when Krzysztof 
Zborowski had still not appeared, Kazimierski arrived to tell the Senate that his 
master was not aware of the Sejm's demand, and in any case he was ill, abroad, 
and unable to attend. At this the King flew into a rage, shouting 'Tace Nebulo', 
'Be Silent, you lout.' Kazimierski held his ground. T am not a slave,' he replied, 
'but a Polish gentleman.' None the less Zborowski was called in contempt, and 
the state prosecutor was ordered to prepare a charge against him in the Crown 
Tribunal. The next day, the Muscovite ambassadors were received 'with extrav
agant bows to His Loving Majesty', bringing the news of Ivan the Terrible's 
death. With this, the Sejm moved into its Second Phase, with both chambers sit
ting together. Each chamber presented a list of proposals, or 'bills', for their joint 
consideration, and votes were taken as to whether or not these 'bills' should be 
passed and be written into the register as 'constitutions' or laws. On 22-23 
February, a number of such constitutions were passed, including the charge 
against Zborowski and several others relating to tolls, the arrears of the Army, 
and religious intolerance. At the same time, a number of exorbitancja or 'injust
ices' were recorded for the King's attention. These consisted of a list of protests 
under the standard headings of incompatibili (pluralities); impossessionati 
(office-holders without land); absurda (nonsensical decisions); exclusia (illegal 
appointments); and alia (miscellaneous). They were decidedly sharp in tone, 
pointing out, for example that Zamoyski's concurrent tenure of the 
Chancellorship and the Hetmanship was illegal, and that the appointment of 
the King's brother Andrew Bathory, to a Cardinalcy threatened the Republic 
with foreign interference. On 28 February, the Sejm was closed. (It was the first 
Leap-Day in the Republic's history, since the Julian Calendar had just been 
adopted.) In the closing debate, Kazimierski launched a virulent tirade against 
Zamoyski, who brought it to an end by snatching away his script. As the mem
bers filed out, all except Kazimierski kissed the King's hand. Proceedings were 
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concluded with the singing of a Te Deum in the cathedral, the payment of mem
bers' expenses by the Treasurer, and the departure of all and sundry to the 
provinces. With the return of the envoys to the dietines with their 'relations' of 
what the Sejm had enacted, the legislative process, initiated by the King's mani
festo six months before, was now complete.10 

Lobbying was an established part of political and constitutional life. Sessions 
of the Sejm provided the only occasion where noblemen from all the Republic's 
far-flung provinces could meet together informally, and press their affairs on 
influential courtiers and senators. But the sessions were of special importance to 
those estates of the realm who were not directly represented in the legislature. 
The incorporated cities frequently addressed detailed petitions to the Sejm, and 
municipal records made regular provision for expenses incurred by delegations 
suitably armed with instructions, gifts, and bribes.11 The Jewish Council 
employed a professional Sbtadlan or 'lobbyist', who resided at the royal court 
and who was also empowered to intercede with the Sejm on all matters con
cerning the Jews' welfare. His function mirrored that of similar provincial lob
byists directed by each of the Jewish communes to the local dietines and city 
councils. Liberal payments behind the scenes, and lavish entertainments, were 
essential elements in their stock-in-trade.12 

The Sejm, the dietines, and the Royal elections were all governed by the prin
ciple of unanimity. It seems incredible to the modern observer that such an ideal 
should have been taken seriously. But it was, and it formed the basis of all their 
proceedings. No proposal could become law, and no decision was binding, 
unless it received the full assent of all those persons who were competent to con
sider it. A single voice of dissent was equivalent to total rejection. Majority vot
ing was consciously rejected. There was to be unanimity or nothing; there was 
to be no middle ground between a state of perfect harmony, and total chaos. 
Three lines of reasoning can be discerned. One argument, in a state where the 
executive arm depended on the voluntary support of all its citizens, was purely 
practical. Laws and decisions which were passed in the face of opposition could 
not have been properly enforced. The second was based on the consideration 
that the prospect of chaos might concentrate men's minds on harmony. The 
third derived from the somewhat naive belief that institutions which are less 
than perfect are not worth keeping anyhow. In the hurly-burly of the dietines 
and the Royal elections, the principle of unanimity could not be applied with 
finesse. But in the Sejm it was the subject of serious debate, and applied with 
meticulous insistence. It was responsible for two constitutional practices, the 
Confederation and the Liberum Veto, which made the Republic famous 
throughout Europe. 

The Confederation - confederatio, konfederacja - was an institution of 
ancient lineage in Poland, and an expression of the citizen's fundamental right 
to resist. It was an armed league, an association of men sworn to pursue their 
grievance until justice was obtained. It could be formed by any individual or 
group of individuals. It could be formed by the King, or against him. In 1302, the 
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towns of Wielkopolska formed a confederation to rid themselves of outlaws 
who were infesting the province. In 1382-4, both burghers and nobles formed a 
confederation to guard against a suspected plot on the death of King Louis of 
Anjou. In 1439, a confederation was formed by the magnate, Spytek of 
Melsztyn. In the 1560s, the Army went into confederation to ensure payment of 
its arrears; and in 1573, the whole Sejm joined in the Confederation of Warsaw 
in order to establish the principle of religious toleration. In the seventeenth cen
tury, major confederations were formed in 1656, and again in 1672: and in the 
eighteenth century, in 1704,1715,1733,1767,1768, and 1792. By that time, they 
were almost as frequent as sessions of the Sejm. On all these occasions, the con
federates followed a time-honoured procedure. They met together at an 
appointed time and place, as if to attend their dietine, and drew up an 'act of 
confederation' which listed their demands and grievances. They would then 
swear an oath to fight together to the death against all comers. Henceforth, dur
ing the life of the Confederation, they kept their common counsel in regular 
assemblies, and, unlike the Sejm, passed their resolutions on policy and tactics 
by majority voting. When their ends had been achieved, or when they had been 
defeated in battle, their association was formally terminated, and they were 
released from the consequences of their oath. In effect, the Confederation was a 
legalized form of civil war, and no one thought it unusual.13 

Confederation, of course, should not be confused with rebellion. T o the ide
ologists of the Republic, the two were entirely different. Confederation was a 
legal procedure. It was undertaken in the name of the common good, by citizens 
acting in defence of the law, and conscious of its protection. Rebellion, in con
trast, assumed that the aim of the action was illegal, and that legal procedures 
had not been observed. It is true, of course, that rebels and outlaws would usu
ally try to blur the issue by vaunting their worthy motives and by maintaining 
that they, too, were acting for the common good. Yet in the greatest rebellion of 
the Republic's history, the issues were not so blurred. Chmielnicki did not claim 
that his actions were legal; neither did he attempt to form a Confederation as a 
cover to his cause. In terms of damage and disturbance, the Rebellion of 1648 
was fairly matched by the troubles of the perfectly legal 'Kokosz' of 1606-9 and 
of 1665-6. 

The 'Rokosz' was a particular form of Confederation. In origin, it was a 
name given to mounted assemblies of the entire nobility as at the royal elections, 
and derived from the field of Rakos outside Buda, where the Hungarian nobles 
had customarily met to confirm their privileges in like manner. But in so far as 
successive monarchs opposed the practice, except for the purpose of royal elec
tions, it came to be associated with movements of resistance against the king. In 
the reign of Zygmunt III, in the eyes of the Regalist party, it was tantamount to 
treason; in the eyes of their opponents, it formed the quintessence of the 'Golden 
Freedom'. 

The conflict between King and Nobility came to a head in 1606. The King 
clearly did not possess either the ambition or the mettle to erect the absolution 
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dominium which his enemies feared. But his narrow, Catholic piety and his 
blatant indifference to the public affairs of the Republic schooled a large num
ber of malcontents. A Swede by birth and upbringing, he aped the Germanic 
manners and style of the court of Vienna, and surrounded himself with Jesuits 
and grandees. The royal court in Warsaw was largely run by German personnel, 
specially imported from Bavaria. The Regalist party, headed by Piotr Skarga, 
the King's Confessor; Piotr Myszkowski, Grand Marshal of the Crown; Maciej 
Pstrokonski, Bishop of Przemysl and Vice-Chancellor; and by Hieronim 
Gostomski, Palatine of Poznan, certainly dabbled with plans for introducing a 
hereditary monarchy; for strengthening the executive with extra-parliamentary 
taxes and a standing army, and for wide-ranging collaboration with the House 
of Habsburg. In consequence, a conflict developed, not dissimilar to that in 
Jacobean England, where the loud-mouthed companions of a faint-hearted 
King, enamoured of the fashionable theories of Divine Right, needlessly dis
turbed the traditional balance between Crown and Parliament. Already, in the 
Sejm of 1605, the Chancellor, Jan Zamoyski, had threatened to have the King 
deported to Sweden if he did not pay more serious attention to the feelings of the 
country; and Zamoyski's death in the following year removed the last restraint 
on the frustrations of the opposition. His mantle fell on more excitable men, and 
in particular on Michal Zebrzydowski (1553-1620), Palatine of Cracow, on 
Janusz Radziwill (1579-1620), and on Cardinal Maciejowski, Bishop of 
Cracow. The greatest offence was given in December 1605 by the King's mar
riage by proxy in Gratz to the Archduchess Constance, a marriage arranged 
unconstitutionally, without the consent of the Sejm. What is more, in the course 
of the nuptial celebrations in Cracow, the King summarily requisitioned a house 
belonging to Zebrzydowski and pilfered Maciejowski's papal baldachin from 
the cathedral. As Zebrzydowski shouted, 'Either I leave my house, or the king 
leaves his kingdom!' Having registered a protest in vain at the dietine of 
Cracow, Zebrzydowski proceeded to summon the nobility to a series of armed 
gatherings, at Steczyca, at Lublin, and finally at Sandomierz. On this last occa
sion, the nobility, drawn up on horseback, formally proclaimed the Rokosz, and 
elected Janusz Radziwitt as their Marshal. Apart from the malcontent mag
nates, they included a large number of petty nobles fearful of their privileges, of 
Protestants alarmed by mounting Catholic oppression, and of Orthodox resent
ful of the recent Church Union. They placed 50,400 signatures to an Act of 
Confederation which contained sixty-seven points of remonstrance. Their par
ticular grievances, however, were of small account compared with the general 
feeling, which they all shared, that the ancient traditions of the state were under 
assault: 

Our ancestors . . . knew that they were born nobles rather than Catholics, that they were 
not descended from Levi, and that Poland is a political kingdom, not a clerical one; they 
knew that the Holy Church is the guest of the states of this world, not their hereditary 
master; and they knew what was due to the Lord God, and what to the country. They did 
not mix holy religion with politics, and did not submit either to priests or gluttons.14 
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Armed conflict ensued. After the Battle of Janowiec, the confederates 
announced the king's dethronement, and in the name of all the people withdrew 
their obedience. The Regalists, having called a Sejm at Wisnica, made all possi
ble concessions to the stated grievances, but could not calm the mood of out
rage. Though heavily outnumbered, they were led by the hardened 
professionalism of the two Hetmans, Stanislaw Zolkiewski, Zebrzydowski's 
brother-in-law, and Jan Karol Chodkiewicz. At Guzow near Radom on 6 July 
1607, the confederates were cut to pieces. The King's cause triumphed. Yet the 
political result was far from clear. The leaders of the Rokosz were not punished. 
Zebrzydowski, having humbled himself before the King and Senate, was 
allowed to retain his lands and offices; Radziwill kept his forces in tact in 
Lithuania. The Sejm of 1609 granted a general amnesty. It was decided that the 
nobility's right of non praestanda obedientia could only be exercised after the 
King had been formally warned three times by the Sejm. The King reaffirmed his 
adherence to the Henrician Articles. The whole affair was treated as an unfor
tunate misunderstanding. The real issues were ignored. The malcontents were 
allowed to rouse the entire nobility into a bloody adventure, which divided the 
state and distracted the government from important foreign engagements in 
Muscovy and Livonia. And no one was so much as reprimanded. As Korzon 
remarked, 'this marks the beginning of the Polish anarchy. The nobleman, who 
inculcated rigour, virtue, and the fear of God, in his family life, hardened his 
heart in his public life by constant disputes with the king and by refractoriness 
towards every command.'15 

Sixty years later, the Rokosz of Jerzy Lubomirski revealed complications of a 
still more dangerous nature. Lubomirski was one of the most popular figures of 
his day. He had distinguished himself in the Swedish and Muscovite wars, and 
his campaign to defeat royal plans for an election vivente rege was fully in line 
with the feelings of the mass of the nobility. But in the Sejm of 1664, on evidence 
of dealings with the Habsburgs in Vienna, he was convicted by his peers on a 
charge of treason, and sentenced to confiscation and banishment. After that, his 
followers found themselves in the invidious position of protesting the legality of 
their actions, whilst promoting the cause of a convicted criminal. Even so, they 
joined his standard in considerable numbers. In the Sejms of 1665 and 1666, they 
repeatedly disrupted proceedings, before withdrawing to form their 
Confederation. In 1667, they confronted the Royal Army in battle in several 
skirmishes, until, on 13 July, on the shores of Lake Gopto, they won a decisive 
victory. The confusion of that occasion was observed at first hand by Jan Pasek: 

The armies clashed at Montwy, and the distance between them was more than a mile 
across the ford. The next day, the King ordered us to cross to the other side. The dra
goons crossed, and part of the cavalry. The Lithuanians too were about to cross, when 
suddenly a detachment from Lubomirsky's army arrived at the gallop, not in closed 
ranks or squadrons, but spread out in Tartar fashion. The first made contact with us, 
thinking us to be Lithuanians, when suddenly we recognized each other . . . So they lay 
off, and with their entire force lunge at our right flank, where the dragoons were stood 
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to, together with the Cossacks under Colonel Czop . . . Not an hour and a half passed 
before they had cut our men down. High-ranking officers perished, including 
Czarniecki's commanders, those valiant veterans who in Denmark and Muscovy . . . had 
accomplished such marvels . . . And God, on account of our discords, let it happen. He 
took away the flower of our brave cavaliers, who had always withstood the onslaughts 
of the enemy. 

In this battle, everything was in confusion. We had great trouble to discern who was 
friend and who was foe. Before attacking anyone, we first had to ask 'Whose army are 
you in? ' . . . If friend fell upon friend, they rode off after exchanging a greeting. For it did 
happen that one brother might be with Lubomirsky, and the other with the King; the 
father here, and the son there, not knowing whether to do battle. To be sure, they did 
carry distinguishing marks—kerchiefs tied on the left arm. But we were slow to spot this. 
For my part, when they started to press us rather hard, I tied something on my arm above 
the e lbow. . . . They identify me, and cry, 'Are you ours, or not?' Raising my arm, I say 
'Yours'. But suddenly one of them cries, 'O you sly dog, you're not ours: clear off, or sur
render!' 

When the battle was finished, a horseman rode over from Lubomirsky's army, and 
ambles up to Colonel Czop, who pays no attention, thinking him one of his own men. 
Then he fired into the Colonel's ear with a pistol, and kills him on the spot. So treacher
ous was that war. God grant it may never befall our Poland again. 

When I recrossed the ford into our own lines, I found the King in a state of distress, 
wringing his hands. . . . He sent to Lubomirsky to confront him on the field like a knight 
in open battle, not furtively like a wolf. But Lubomirsky answered, 'it is not for me to 
meet My Lord in open battle, but simply as an offended citizen to protect myself as best 
I can. I am not responsible for this loss of innocent blood, which grieves me indeed. It is 
Your Highness himself who is responsible, and those fine counsellors who have brought 
us to this sorry pass in order to destroy our country . . .'16 

On that day, some two thousand noblemen perished for no clear purpose. 
Lubomirski destroyed the King's authority, without putting anything in its 
place. After the Treaty of Legonice, he himself retired into exile in Austrian 
Silesia. The King resolved to abdicate. The basic constitutional problems 
remained unresolved. What was worse, the internal divisions of the Republic 
accelerated the progress of external dangers. Whilst the Royal Army was squar
ing up to fight Lubomirski in the west, it abandoned its duty of holding the east
ern borders in the Ukraine against the Muscovites. Lubomirski, obsessed by the 
hypothetical threat of the King's electoral schemes, obstructed all effective 
defence against the actual military menace of the Muscovite invasion. In 
January 1667, faced by the prospect of a further Muscovite offensive into 
defenceless territory, the King was obliged to sign the Truce of Andrusovo. At 
the time, the cession of Smolensk, Czernihow, Kiev, and the left-bank Ukraine, 
was regarded in Poland as a tactical manoeuvre, a temporary withdrawal dic
tated by the Army's preoccupation with the civil war. There was every 
confidence that it could be reversed. In fact, it proved to be permanent. The 
ceded territories were never recovered, but served instead to give the Muscovites 
a preponderance of resources which was felt in all future confrontations. 
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Muscovy received the largest single prize which permitted her transformation 
into the great Russian Empire. For this, Jerzy Lubomirski, tribune of the Polish 
nobility, was no less responsible than Bogdan Chmielnicki, the rebel Ataman of 
the Dnieper Cossacks.17 

The Liberum Veto came into flower rather later than the Confederations, 
though it too was grown from very ancient roots. It was a device whereby any 
single member could halt the proceedings of the Sejm by the simple expression 
of dissent. Such was the strength of feeling about the need for unanimity, that it 
was considered quite improper to continue when a single voice was raised with 
the words Veto (I deny), or Nie pozwalam (I do not allow it). Usually, of course, 
an interruption of this sort produced nothing more than a temporary delay. 
Exchanges between the Marshal of the Sejm and would-be objectors were fairly 
common: 

Shouts from the benches: Nie ma zgody. (There is no agreement) 
Marshal: Z jakiej racjej? (For what reason?) 
A single voice: Nie pozwalam . . . 

At this point, the Marshal would call a break in the debate, and inquire more 
closely as to what the objections were. If a simple misunderstanding was 
involved, or a call for clarification, the debate would resume quite quickly. If 
something more serious had arisen, the break might last for several hours or 
even days, with the Marshal working hard in the corridors to repair the conflict. 
If the objection occurred during the Second Phase of Sejm, when constitutions 
were being passed, the particular bill at issue would be dropped, notwithstand
ing a majority vote in its favour. 

After several such difficulties in the early decades of the Republic, including 
one in 1580 which blocked all taxation for that year, the matter did not really 
come to a head till the Sejm of 1652. It was the fourth year of Chmielnicki's 
Rebellion in the Ukraine, with all its attendant horrors. After six weeks in 
session, the agenda was still full of unfinished business, and the Marshal rose to 
announce a prolongation. The members were tired, uneasy at the increased 
taxes which had just been voted, and ready to go home. It was a Saturday after
noon. A single voice was clearly heard: 'Nie pozwalam.' The Marshal called a 
break, and the chamber emptied. At first, no one seemed to know for certain 
who had invoked the veto, or what the objection was. On the Sunday, many 
members started to leave for home, believing the Sejm was complete except for 
the closing ceremonies. By the Monday, the Marshal learned that a formal state
ment of veto had been registered with the Crown Secretariat by one Jan Sicinski, 
envoy of Upita in Lithuania. It was an impasse which no one had foreseen. 
Sicinski had apparently gone straight from the Chamber to the secretariat, and 
had taken horse to the east without a word to a soul. Lengthy consultations with 
lawyers and colleagues gave the Marshal no solution. He had to admit that 
Sicinski's veto was legal and valid. He could not recall the Sejm, as there were 
not enough members left in Warsaw to form a quorum. The constitutions could 
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not be written into the Crown Register. All the work of the session was declared 
null and void. It was a baleful precedent. Henceforth, any member sufficiently 
determined to destroy the working of the Sejm, had an excellent means of doing 
so. It is now known that Sicinski had acted on the orders of Janusz Radziwill, 
and in future years there were to be many more magnates who were ready to 
paralyse the central government for their own local advantage. 

Oddly enough, the man who served as Marshal of that fateful Sejm in 1652, 
Andrzej Maksymilian Fredro (1620-79), showed himself to be a fervent advo
cate of all the libertarian practices of the szlachta. His published writings, which 
included Przyslowia mow potocznych (Proverbs of current speech, 1658) and 
Monita politico-moralia (Political and Moral Admonitions, 1664), consisted 
largely of collected maxims and aphorisms exuding folksy humour and wisdom, 
and were soon to be found on every nobleman's bookshelf. His Scriptorum 
Fragmenta (Literary Fragments, 1660) were specifically designed to popularize 
what he called 'the paradoxical philosophy of anarchy'. An empty treasury, he 
maintained, prevents a monarch from growing insolent. God keeps Poland poor 
in order to check the nobles' arrogance. The Liberum Veto is a blessing, since it 
protects the minority of wise men from the dictates of the stupid majority. 
Fredro firmly believed in the unique advantages of the,Polish system. His opin
ions were shared by generations of noblemen whose prejudices and conceits he 
so accurately reflected. 

Not surprisingly, nothing was done in such an atmosphere to remedy the con
stitution. In 1666, the Liberum Veto was invoked in the middle of the session; 
and in 1668, for the first time, it was used on the opening day before the debates 
of the Sejm had begun. In the Saxon Era, the chaos accelerated. In the reign of 
Augustus II (1697-33), 11 out of 20 sessions of the Sejm were broken. Under 
Augustus III (1733-63), only one Sejm was able to pass any legislation at all.18 

In that era, the essential functions of the Sejm in the administrative and finan
cial sphere were adopted, at a very perfunctory level, by the dietines. The 
Republic's enemies rejoiced. Each of the Powers retained magnates who could 
break the Sejm at the drop of a ducat. All were intent that none of their rivals 
should steal a march. The Russians, in particular, were well satisfied. From 1717 
onwards they enjoyed a virtual protectorate over the Republic and guarded their 
western frontier at the cost of a few magnatial pensions. By posing as the cham
pions of 'the Golden Freedom' and of the Liberum Veto, they could ensure that 
the Republic remained incapable of organizing itself or offering resistance to 
Russian policy. By filling Warsaw with Russian troops on all important occa
sions, they 'protected the Sejm from outside interference'. By threatening their 
opponents with arrest and sequestration if they dared to protest, and by 
obstructing all measures for constitutional reform, they kept the charade in 
motion for the rest of the century. In 1768, the King's proposal to abolish the 
Liberum Veto, together with other restrictive practices, was rejected, for fear of 
the one necessary voice of dissent. In May 1791, the long awaited reforms were 
indeed enacted; but only by virtue of the Russians' preoccupations in the 
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Turkish War. At the Sejm of Grodno of 1793, the King was persuaded to retract 
the offending reforms, and then to sign the Second Partition. In this way, the 
'Golden Freedom' was perverted from the very ends which it was originally 
designed to prevent. The Liberum Veto, which was supposed to check the abso
lutist designs of the Polish monarchy, was made to serve the purposes of the 
Russian Empire. In theory, it was meant to ensure unity and unanimity; in prac
tice, in Russian hands, it ensured the perpetuation of chaos. Behind the facade 
of the 'Polish Anarchy', the instruments of Russian Autocracy would operate 
with impunity. 

The assumptions which governed constitutional life in the Republic were mir
rored in the realm of public law. In Polish eyes, the Law, like the constitution, 
was too precious a commodity to be left in the hands of the executive author
ities. In the world of perfect freedom, the threat of injustice was thought to be 
greater in the long run from the mindless impetus of organized institutions than 
from the intemperance of individuals. Hence, the law was not to be enforced by 
the state. Justice was to be exacted by those whose wrong had been recognized 
in the courts, and on occasion by the nobility acting in unison, but never by the 
magistrates, or by royal officials. If this meant that the law was frequently defied 
in particular cases, the evil was judged to be small, and temporary. To this way 
of thinking, those countries which appointed law-enforcement officers respon
sible to the state, were trading the minor advantage of smooth, legal adminis
tration, in exchange for a permanent threat to the liberty of their citizens. For 
this reason, in Poland-Lithuania, there was never any Star Chamber; there was 
no Oprichnina on the Muscovite model, and no one who might have introduced 
it.20 

As in all medieval systems, the competence of the various courts of law was 
carefully separated. The jurisdiction of the ecclesiastical courts extended in civil 
and criminal cases to the lands, serfs, and clergy of the Church, and in spiritual 
matters to the whole population. There, canon law was applied. The jurisdic
tion of the manorial courts was restricted to the internal affairs of the estates of 
the nobility, and was ruled by local customary law. The jurisdiction of the 
municipal courts extended to the territories of the chartered cities, and to the 
freemen of the city. There, municipal legal codes based on the German 
Magdeburg Law were in force. The jurisdiction of the Jewish courts applied 
exclusively to disputes within the Jewish estate, and was administered by the 
kahal according to Hebraic Law. The jurisdiction of the royal courts applied to 
the lands, serfs, and servants of the Crown; to disputes between noblemen; and 
to cases involving members of different estates. At the local level, the sqd ziem-
ski and sqd grodzki were district courts administered respectively by the royal 
Starosta or by the royal Castellan. In addition, in accordance with the principle 
of legal autonomy, each of the great Officers-of-State maintained a court to try 
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cases affecting his particular domain. Hence, there were Chancellor's courts; 
Marshal's courts; Hetman's courts; Treasurer's courts; and, for the royal Court, 
the sqd dworski, or 'Court court'. At a higher level, the Referendaria Koronna 
was established in the sixteenth century to hear appeals against decisions involv
ing the bailiffs and tenants of the Crown lands. In theory at least, it gave the 
royal serfs a measure of justice denied to the serfs of the Church or of the nobil
ity. The sqd wojewodzki or 'Palatine's court' dealt with unresolved interjuris
dictional disputes. From 1578, the Crown Tribunals at Lublin for Malopolska 
and at Piotrkow for Wielkopolska, Kujawy, and Mazowsze, and the Lithuanian 
Tribunal at Wilno, for the Grand Duchy, acted as courts of highest instance 
above the district courts. They were supervised by noble 'deputies' appointed by 
each of the dietines. At the highest level, the Sejm reserved its right to act as the 
supreme court of appeal. As the Republic's principal legislative body, it formu
lated the constituta/konstytucje or 'statutes', which governed the work of all the 
royal courts and Tribunals. On occasion, in the name of the Republic, it tried 
important cases of treason or of dereliction of duty by the chief Officers-of-State 
who demanded to be judged by their peers. In such a fragmented system, it was 
only to be expected that the legal profession prospered mightily. In Warsaw and 
Lublin especially, the Palestra or 'Bar' supported shoals of advocates and attor
neys. Despite these elaborate arrangements the strictures of the law could be 
easily avoided, especially by the Nobility. They were the absolute masters of 
their own lands and serfs. They were the corporate employers of the king, and 
by extension of all the royal officials. They could safely ignore the promptings 
of the Church, and were specifically protected from prosecution by the ecclesi
astical courts in matters of religion. Their peculiar alliance with the Jews 
derived, among other things, from the defenceless position of the Jewish estate 
in face of noble coercion. In the cities, they were not subject to the jurisdiction 
of the municipal courts; and in their numerous jurydyki possessed entire wards, 
where they and their men were safe from interference. As a result, in those few 
cities which retained an independent existence, they could reside, build houses, 
amuse themselves, and generally sponge on the community without paying 
municipal taxes, and without serious fear of disturbance. The action of the city 
of Poznan, which in 1613 expelled all its noble hooligans and parasites by force, 
belonged to the rare and enterprising exceptions to the general rule. In the coun
tryside at large, the instances of lawlessness were legion. In Wladyslaw 
Lozinski's classic study Prawem i lewem (By Right or by Might), based on the 
court records of Lwow and Przemysl in the first decades of the seventeenth cen
tury, a social scene is revealed in which the law was broken more often than it 
was kept. Rapine, plunder, rape, and private wars were the order of the day. 
The provincial nobleman defended his inheritance sword in hand, and if possi
ble with cannon and grapeshot. When he could not get his way in the courts, he 
would take it by any means available. Incorrigible litigiousness was accompa
nied by wanton violence; perjury and subornation were as commonplace as 
murder and assault. Conditions resembled those in England during the Wars of 
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the Roses, as described in the Paston Letters, when lesser people lived in fear, 
and only the barons were safe. Among scores of cases which Lozinski examined 
are those of Marian Zielinski of Rotow, who complained in 1628 that he had 
been attacked by the royal Starosta with a hired force of seventy Tartar bow
men; of Walerian Montelupi, the banker's son, who in 1610 returned to the 
scene of an attempted kidnap, and hung his would-be kidnapper from the 
gatepost of his own estate; of Mikolaj Ossolinski, Starosta of Nowy Targ, a 
notorious tyrant and libertine, who fought one war with the Korniakt family for 
the recapture of his first wife, and another with the Staroleskis for the honour 
of his second; and of Haras Witoszyriski, an Orthodox monk, who in 1639 was 
killed in a vain attempt to prevent the wholesale enserfment of his illiterate rel
atives by a local landowner.21 

The procedures of law-enforcement were extremely haphazard. The royal 
courts employed only one permanent official for this purpose, the wozny or 
'usher', whose duties were to serve writs and to give notices of sentence. But he 
had no means of bringing unwilling defendants to court, or of executing the sen
tence of the court on fugitive convicts. Although the murder of an usher was one 
of the few offences in the Republic punishable with death, he made no attempt 
to coerce refractory noblemen. In many localities, there were condemned crimi
nal noblemen living quite openly on their estates in complete disregard of the 
courts. Lozinski quotes the case of one Samuel Lasch, a 'pious man', who had 
been condemned in his absence no less than two hundred times with no effect 
whatsoever. Of the four punishments to which offenders could be sentenced— 
decapitation, imprisonment, banishment, and infamy—the death sentence was 
rare, except in the cities. Nobles would fight rather than submit to judgement on 
a capital charge, preferring to slash their way out of trouble or to die resisting. 
Imprisonment in fundo, that is, in a closed dungeon with no windows and no 
comforts, was added in 1588 to the customary fine for the murder of a nobleman. 
Banishment was common, especially if the convicted man had refused to appear 
in court. In the event that he returned to the country within the term of his sen
tence, he could be seized and executed on the spot by anyone who cared to do so. 
Infamy or 'civil death' was the commonest of all. It deprived the nobleman of his 
good name and political rights. Yet for the battling nobility of the provinces, 
who had no good name to lose, it was meaningless. When sentence had been 
passed, as often as not the offender could not be brought to justice by the court, 
and the wronged party in the case would set out to execute the sentence in per
son. In 1660, for example, John Sobieski, the future King, was assigned the 
Crown lands of Belz in lease. On trying to take possession, he found that the 
widow of the late Starosta of Belz was still in residence, and was refusing to 
leave. After both Sobieski and the widow had obtained writs in support of their 
various claims, Sobieski tired of litigation. He descended on the house with 300 
hussars, put the widow on the roadside, and marched in. In extreme cases, when 
public security was at stake, the Starosta or Palatine could call out the motus 
nobilitate, or 'posse' of the nobility of the district or palatinate. In 1655, all the 
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noble squadrons of Red Ruthenia were withheld from the campaign against the 
Swedes because they were still in action against rebellious bands of mercenaries 
in their own province. In private cases, however, the nobility were most reluctant 
to act. Once, when the Starosta of Sanok called on his neighbours to apprehend 
Olbracht Grochowski of Dynow, for tax evasion, only one man reported for ser
vice: that man was Jerzy Ossolinski, Chancellor of the Crown. 

Private wars persisted right until the end of the Republic. In most cases they 
were purely local vendettas, caused, as Lozinski puts it, by amor et demon. 
Tartar raids, unpaid soldiery, brigandage, and unloving neighbours were as 
common as the four seasons, and everyone took precautions against them in his 
own way. In the unruly south, there was a regular pool of professional mobsters 
who hired themselves out to needy noblemen. Yet in a few cases, the wars took 
on the character of major campaigns. The conflict in the early 1700s in Lithuania 
between the so-called 'Republicans' and the Sapieha, formed an important side
line of the Great Northern War. 

In the course of the Middle Ages, the szlachta had developed a ritualized pro
cedure for conducting their vendettas. A nobleman who felt aggrieved would 
write out a challenge in which he detailed the slights he had suffered and his 
terms for satisfaction. This 'challenge' — in Polish odpowiedz; in German, 
Absage; in Latin, litterae diffidationis — was equivalent to a declaration of pri
vate war. It would usually state its author's intention to execute summary just
ice on whoever it was that had given offence, to burn down his house and crops, 
and not to rest until one or the other were dead. It was deposited in the district 
court, to be delivered by the usher. After that, providing the stated justifications 
were judged to be genuine, all action taken was perfectly legal. The neighbour
hood put up its shutters whilst the contestants and their retainers did battle with 
fire and sword until a decisive result was obtained. Unfortunately, the nobleman 
who observed established procedures diminished the chances of success by giv
ing due warning of his intentions. In consequence, the formal challenge was 
often neglected in favour of a surprise attack or midnight raid. For practical pur
poses, there was little advantage in having the law on one's side. 

When public order was threatened, however, the royal courts were empow
ered to exact sureties against a citizen's peaceful conduct. The level of the 
surety, or vadium regalium, was fixed in accordance with the status of the 
prospective disturbers of the peace and with the scale of their suspected opera
tions. Any subsequent transgression led automatically to the forfeiture of all 
payments made. But it made little difference to established habits and traditions. 
No one of influence in the Republic was able to promote appropriate legal 
reforms. The magnates with their large armies were safe enough; the lesser 
noblemen were either dependent on the magnates' favours, or unwilling to 
envisage the growth of royal judicial power. All were required to defend them
selves as best they could. 

Stanislaw Stadnicki (c. 1560-1616), the 'Devil of Lancut', was an archetypal 
figure of the Anarchy, at once a notorious gangster and yet at the same time one 
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of the heroes of the Republic. His career was symptomatic of the social condi
tions on which he thrived. He was a man of uncommon courage, invention, and 
energy. But devoured by some inner acid of spite and resentment. His parentage 
was choicely unrespectable. His father, Stanislaw Mateusz Stadnicki, an Arian, 
had been excommunicated by the Church for heresy. His mother, Barbara 
Zborowska, belonged to the rumbustious Zborowskis of Niedzica. He was 
born at Dubiecko in the Carpathians, and on his parents' decease shared his 
family's fifteen landed properties with his six brothers. He was a member of the 
heraldic clan of Sreniawa, and adopted the motto: Aspettate e odiate (Wait and 
Hate). His early years were spent soldiering, first in Hungary and then in the 
Polish service in Muscovy, where in 1581 he was commended for conspicuous 
gallantry. On his return from the wars, apparently with an incurable grudge 
over his unpaid salary, he took possession of the estate of Laricut near Rzeszow, 
and applied himself systematically to banditry. Turning Lancut into a fairy-tale 
robber's castle, he devised elaborate provocations, legal ploys, and even scur
rilous verse, by which his intended victims were goaded into action, and then 
crushed. Soon, the whole area was frothing with indignation. Money was bor
rowed and not returned; houses were burned down for no apparent reason; a 
monastery was closed down, and its monks expelled; fairs and markets were ter
rorized; travellers were harassed, and in some cases purposely mutilated; and 
trade passed increasingly to Stadnicki's own unlicensed fair at Rzeszow. Every 
protest brought swift and vicious retaliation. Spies, extortionists, and armed 
retainers kept the local people in line. The dungeon at Lancut was equipped 
with a torture-chamber, where rumour had it that Stadnicki's enemies were 
buried alive. In 1600, after numerous clashes with his noble neighbours, 
Stadnicki was sued in the Crown Tribunal at Lublin in connection with his ille
gal management of the Rzeszow Fair, and he lost his case. His response was to 
issue a formal challenge to the instigator of the suit, Michat Korniakt, and to 
lead a punitive expedition against the Korniakts' estate at Sosnica. In 1605-6, he 
played a prominent part in the noble Rokosz. His correspondence at this time, 
and his public speeches in which he called the King a 'perjurer', a 'sodomite', a 
'card-sharper', and an 'alchemist', were vastly treasonable, and can hardly have 
helped Zebrzydowski to protest the legality of their cause. But he remained at 
liberty. Eventually, he met his match in Lukasz Opaliriski, the victim of a libel
lous poem entitled 'Slup do goscia' (A Gallows for my Guest), which had been 
circulated in broadsides round the entire district. Opaliriski, mortally offended 
by the slight, never forgave him. In 1608, Laricut was stormed by Opalinski's 
friends and relations, who slew everyone who fell into their hands. Treasure to 
the value of 500,000 zl. was taken from the cellar, together with 10,000 zl. in 
coin, 24,000 gold ducats, and 27,000 thalers. Stadnicki himself escaped; but his 
subsequent return to Laricut and his attempt to restore his reign by an 
intensified campaign of terror, did not succeed. Betrayed by his own servant, 
hunted down in the hills, ambushed and wounded by Opaliriski's Cossacks, he 
finally expired as his head was severed by a stroke of his own sword. Yet his 
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wickedness did not impress his contemporaries unduly. On the contrary, he was 
considered by many to be a champion of liberty. His epitaph, composed by his 
neighbour Jan Szczesny Herburt (1567-1616), throbs with outraged virtue: 

VIATOR 
SI AMICUS ES DOLE, SI INIMICUS SPECTA, SI NEUTRUS MIRARE 

RERUM HUMANARUM CASUM ET OCCASUM. 
STANISLAS STADNICKI DE ZMIGROD 

HAERES IN LANCUT, CAPITANEUS ZYGWULTENSIS, 
HIC QUIESCIT 

ANIMO INVICTO, GENTE NOBILISSIMA, COGNATIONE PLURIMA 
AFFINITATE INFINITA, FORA OPTIMA, IGENIO 

PRAESTANTISSIMO, 
OPIBUS MAXIMUS, 

HIC TALIS AC TANTUS LIBERTANS STUDIOSISSIMUS AMATOR. 
O PATRIA, SI TU BELLATOREM HUNC, VIRUM AD RES 

GERENDAS 
PRO TE ADMISSES, ILLE TIBI ORNAMENTO ET EMOLUMENTO 

SI QUIS UNQUAM, DUBITO PROCUL FUISSET. 
O NUMEN DIVINUM, VIOLENTIAE IMPIETATIS VINDES, 

O SACROSANCTAE PATRIAE LEGES, 
O LIBERTAS VIOLATA ET PROSTRATA, 

VOS VOCO ET INVOCO 
ANNA DE ZIEMACICE CONIUNX ET AMICI POSUERUNT.* 

The reader must surely wonder whether he is faced with an expression of 
genuine grief, or of social satire. 

Traveller! 
Grieve if you are a friend; observe, if you are an enemy; 
If neither, marvel, at the fall and ruin of human affairs. 

Stanislas Stadnicki of Zmigrod, 
Heir to Lancut, Captain of Zygwult lies here, 

Invincible in spirit, most noble by birth, endowed with numerous 
kindred 

And countless relations; supreme in beauty, outstanding in talent, 
Great in deeds, 

The incomparable and most diligent lover of liberty. 
O Fatherland! If you take this warrior, this man of action, 

To yourself, he will be an ornament and an advantage for you, 
As I doubt anyone was before. 

O Divine will, avenger of violence and treason! 
O sacred laws of the Fatherland! 

O Liberty, ravished and overthrown! 
I appeal, and entreat you. 

Anna of Ziemacice, his wife, and his friends laid (this stone).22 
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For political theorists, the Republic of Poland-Lithuania provided an inex
haustible fund of curiosities. Its increasingly ineffective practices gave 
Absolutists ample material for demonstrating the superiority of their argu
ments; whilst its libertarian ideals gained the admiration of republicans and 
constitutionalists. Taking the period as a whole, it found as many admirers as 
detractors. Nor should it be supposed that within Poland—Lithuania the 
Anarchy was suffered in silence. Political debate was an essential attribute of the 
'Golden Freedom'. Pamphleteers were as common as privateers. Even before 
the Union of Lublin, a long-running intellectual debate had been started as to 
how the Polish system could be changed and improved.23 

The first and most distinguished of Polish critics was Andrzej Frycz 
Modrzewski (1503-72), known throughout Europe as 'Modrevicius'. Born into a 
family of impoverished nobility, he rose in the service of Archbishop Laski, and 
found his way by merit into the royal secretariat of Zygmunt-August. His domin
ant theme of social justice ran contrary to the tendency of the age, and assured 
him an audience both at home and abroad. He fearlessly condemned the oppres
sion of the peasants, the exclusion of the bourgeoisie, the ignorance of the clergy, 
the luxury of the nobility. He was not in any sense a democrat, but demanded only 
that each estate should contribute to the general good according to its means. 'We 
are all as passengers in one boat,' he said, 'when one of us is sick, the others can
not stay healthy.' His first serious publication, De Poena Homicidi (On the 
Punishment for Murder, 1543), attacked the blatant injustices of the Head-Money 
system. His major work, De Emendanda Republica (On the Improvement of the 
Republic), was composed in the 1550s and published in the first complete edition 
of five volumes in Basle in 1554. In it he made a whole series of far-reaching pro
posals—for equality before the law; for a Codex of written law; for the exemp
tion of peasants from direct taxation; for a national church and a scholarly clergy; 
and for a system of state-sponsored education. In constitutional affairs, he praised 
the Polish practice where elected kings ruled by consent. 'It is a much better 
arrangement', he wrote, 'than that where kings impose taxes and initiate wars of 
their own will, which may easily lead to hideous tyranny.' In religious affairs, he 
advocated freedom of conscience, but stressed the role of instruction, scholarship, 
and learning in support of Christian beliefs. In international affairs, he con
demned the prevalence of war and the acceptance of territorial aggrandizement. 
On each of these scores, he attracted the detailed attention of Bodin, of Beza, and 
of Grotius. Modrzewski's criticisms were of the most detailed, empirical kind, 
however, and in no sense revolutionary. Even his ideas on education, which 
seemed so strange to his contemporaries, were advanced in support of the exist
ing order. It was most unfair, therefore, that he should have been attacked in the 
Sejm for seeking 'not to emend but to destroy.' But he knew how to reply. In 1557 
he reminded the Polish nobility that their arrogance and inflexibility would lead 
to catastrophe. 'No state was ever conquered before being weakened by internal 
friction;' he warned, 'beware that by your obstinacy you do not hasten your own 
perdition and that of the Commonwealth.'24 
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Modrzewski was surrounded by a whole generation which shared his critical 
temper. Mikolaj Rey (1505—69) displayed an acute social conscience. The Polish 
Brothers had an impact of continental scope in political as well as in religious 
affairs. Grzegorz Pawel z Brzezin (1525—91), a leveller of the most militant 
stamp, who condemned the existence of social estates, of private property, and 
of all state power as the source of wars and conflict, holds an honoured place in 
the prehistory of the Far Left. 

Another voice of warning that was heard and remembered throughout the life 
of the Republic was that of Piotr Skarga (1536-1612). Skarga, sometime Rector 
of the Jesuit College and Academy at Wilno, became Chaplain and Prelector at 
the court of Zygmunt III. In 1597, he preached a series of eight sermons before 
the Sejm of that year in Warsaw, which as Kazania sejmowe or 'Sermons of the 
Sejm' ran into seven editions, and were constantly read and quoted. Skarga's 
standpoint was a conservative one. He was counted a pillar of the Regalist party, 
and favoured the contemporary theories of the Counter-Reformation on the 
Divine Right of Kings and the prerogatives of the Church. His supposed rejection 
of Absolutism amounted to little more than a preference for 'Christian 
Monarchy' of the Spanish type over the 'barbarian tyranny' of Moscow. It is not 
surprising that Zebrzydowski's rebels considered him the 'praecipius turbator 
Reipublicae', the 'principal troublemaker of the Republic' Yet the power of his 
language, the force of his commitment, the detailed nature of his criticism, and 
his ringing prophecies of the retribution to come, must strike the modern reader 
as solidly as they shook the senators and envoys in the pews of St. John's 
Cathedral. 'We are gathered today in the Name of the Lord for the ordering of 
affairs of state,' he began; 'but everywhere there is discord, treason, and rebel
lion.' 'Discipline and self-restraint have perished in this kingdom,' he declared; 
'No one fears the laws or institutions, no one even thinks of punishment. But 
there where the Fear of God shall die, and shame decline . . . there, too, the 
Republic shall die. Everyone defends our noble freedom, whilst honest liberty is 
turned to disobedience and harlotry. All behave as Sons of Belial, without a yoke, 
without reins . . .' In the second Sermon, he moved to the subject of Patriotism, 
the Love of One's Country. Contrary to the later concept of Ojczyzna 
(Fatherland), he talked mainly in biblical and metaphorical terms of 'Our own 
Jerusalem', and ta mila Matka, 'our sweet Mother'. Yet his message was harsh. 
He quoted the words of Solomon: 'Kingdoms come, and kingdoms go, and 
nation succeeds unto nation.' The Republic, too, was not eternal; in a state of sin, 
it, too, would pass away. In the Third, Fourth, Fifth, and Seventh Sermons, he 
was concerned with the prevalence of Heresy, which he saw as the source of 
domestic unrest and of unjust laws. He obviously approved of those bishops who 
in the Senate had condemned toleration as an offence against God's Majesty; and 
he called for an end to the 'iniquitous' legislation of the Confederation of 
Warsaw. There were plenty of Calvinists and oppositionists in the congregation, 
and one can well imagine how their nostrils quivered. In the Sixth Sermon, he 
turned to constitutional theory, taking his text from I Samuel 8:5, 'Give us a King 
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to judge us . . . as other nations have.' 'There are', he said, ' two leading members 
in the human body, the head and the heart'. 'A merry heart and a sane head make 
for a strong and healthy whole.' It was a classic exposition of the theory of the 
' two Swords', of the Division of Powers between Church and State, between God 
and Caesar. There are three good freedoms, he continued - to refrain from sin; 
to decline a foreign master; and to resist a tyrant. But the fourth freedom, a 
'devilish', a 'hellish', a 'Satanic' freedom, was ' to live without law'. The mag
nates rode roughshod over common counsels, and a leaderless Sejm was subject 
to intolerable delays and indecision. Looking no doubt at the rows of envoys 
before him, he declared: 'What is most pernicious, is that people ascribe such 
great powers to themselves . . . as if this were a democracy.' To those who were 
not previously aware, Skarga thought the noble democracy to be a sin. He 
wanted to prune the privileges and immunities of the nobility, starting with the 
Neminem Captivabitnus, to strengthen the Monarchy and Senate against the 
dietines and the Chamber of Envoys, and to relieve the miseries of the peasantry. 
In his final, Eighth Sermon, he returned to the theme of the peasants. Having 
treated his congregation to a rich catalogue of the unpunished sins of the 
Republic, from blasphemy, sacrilege, murder, usury, adultery, perjury, and 
treason, to wine, silks, and horses, he suddenly invited them to reflect on the con
dition of their own subjects. 'Just ask it of yourselves,' he demanded; 'do you 
have any other state in Christendom where the serfs and ploughmen are so 
oppressed by an absolute rule as here, where the nobility reigns over them with 
no legal restraint?' For the szlachta, so fond of their Golden Freedom, and so sen
sitive to the absolutist pretensions of the King, it was a bitter rebuke indeed. 
Skarga concluded with a salvo of chilling texts from the Prophets: 

Set thine house in order: for soon thou shalt die, and not live: 

And the heart of Pharaoh was hardened, neither would he let the children of 
Israel go; as the Lord had spoken to Moses. 

Thus saith the Lord,. . . I shall speak concerning a nation and concerning a King, to pluck 
up and to pull down, and to destroy i t . . . Because my people have forgotten me, . . . I 
will scatter them as an east wind before the enemy; I will show them my back and not my 
face, in the day of their calamity.25 

The conclusion was stark. If the nobility did not repent, their Republic would 
suffer the fate of Sodom, of Egypt, and of Byzantium. 

In the seventeenth century, political critics often turned to satire. Krzysztof 
Opalinski (1610-56), Wojewoda of Poznan, who led the magnates' opposition 
against the supposed absolutist design of Wladyslaw IV, and who had the 
doubtful distinction of submitting to the Swedes at Ujscie in 1655, was no 
flatterer of the 'Golden Freedom': 

'Nierzadem Polska stoi'—niezle ktos powiedzial. 
Lecz drugi odpowiedzial, ze nierzadem zginie. 
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Pan Bog nas ma jak blaznow. I to prawdy blisko, 
Ze miedzy ludzmi Polak jest Boze igrzysko.* 

The trouble with such Jeremiads was that they did not appear to tally with 
the promptings of practical experience. To the modern observer, the benefits of 
a centralized state may possibly appear obvious; to the nobleman of the six
teenth and seventeenth centuries, they did not. From the vantage-point of 
Warsaw or Wilno or Kiev, life in the Republic, despite its discomforts, looked 
far superior to that in the surrounding countries. To those generations of Poles 
and Lithuanians who observed the gentilities of Ivan the Terrible at first hand, 
who watched the subjugation of Hungary by the Ottomans, or the destruction 
of the Bohemian nobility by the Habsburgs, 'Absolutism' was indistinguishable 
from tyranny. The Polish nobility had little practical knowledge of conditions 
in Western Europe. When they talked of the absolutum dominum which they so 
much feared, they were not thinking of France or Spain. For them, the only real 
models for judgement were the 'clerical' despotism of Austria, the 'oriental' 
despotism of Turkey, and the 'barbarian' despotism of Muscovy. What is more, 
Absolutism did not seem to be much of a hedge against civil commotion. The 
ceaseless alarms in the adjacent Ottoman dependencies of Transylvania and 
Moldavia; the Time of Troubles in Muscovy; and above all the Thirty Years 
War in the Holy Roman Empire, all supported the view that political life under 
Absolutism was no more stable than under the 'Polish Anarchy'. It was all very 
well for Skarga or Opalinski to denounce the excesses of the 'Golden Freedom'. 
Their listeners, and their successors, were perfectly aware of that. What they 
doubted was that the Anarchy could really be exchanged for something better. 

Foreign refugees played a definite role in the formation of these attitudes. The 
Republic was a known haven for political and religious exiles, from Jews and 
Hussites to the later victims of Absolutism. The arrival of illustrious defectors, 
like Andre Dudith, Bishop of Pecs, one-time ambassador of the Emperor, of the 
Mogila factions from Moldavia and Wallachia, or of Prince Kurbsky, counsel
lor of Ivan IV, could not but confirm the nobility in their entrenched convic
tions. 

Andrei Mikhailovitch Kurbsky (1528-83), in particular, was an active publi
cist and politician. Born into one of the ancient dynasties of Muscovy, he spent 
his early career in the service and the company of Tsar Ivan the Terrible. He was 
a distinguished general in the Kazan and the Livonian campaigns, and a promi
nent member of the boyar Council. His disaffection began with the abolition of 
the Council in 1560, and grew amidst the mounting horrors of the Oprichnina. 
In 1564, when commander of Tartu on the Livonian front, he decided to defect, 
and on the night of 29-30 April, he crossed the lines to the Lithuanian-held 

* 'Poland stands by unrule'—as someone well remarked. 
Yet someone else replied that by unrule she shall perish. 
The Good Lord takes us for buffoons. It's near the truth 
That of all the human race, the Pole is God's clown.26 
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fortress of Wolmar. His wife, his son, and his mother, held by Ivan as hostages 
to his good behaviour, were put to death. Having sworn allegiance to 
Sigismund-August, Grand Duke of Lithuania, he was rewarded with the castle 
of Smedyno, and the grant of Crown lands in the starostwo of Kowel in 
Volhynia, and was assessed for a military contribution of 180 knights and 50 sol
diers. Once established, he entered into the spirit of the Anarchy with relish. In 
1567-73, he regularly appeared as an envoy to the Sejm, associating himself 
politically with the Orthodox interest centred on Prince Konstanty Ostrogski, 
Palatine of Kiev. He gained the reputation of a persecutor of the peasants and 
the Jews. He was twice married, and once divorced, in scandalous circum
stances, and his son by his third wife, Michal Dymitr Kurbsky (1582—1645), 
sometime envoy of Upita, became a notable convert to Catholicism. He con
stantly feuded with his neighbours, the Wisniowiecki and the Czartoryski, and 
at the end of his life he was so burdened by debts incurred in lawsuits that he 
was obliged to surrender his estates. All the while, he served in the Lithuanian 
Army. In Batory's wars against Muscovy in 1579—81, he took command at sev
eral victorious battles. In Russian history, Kurbsky is mainly remembered as the 
ideologue of the boyars' opposition to Ivan's autocracy. His famous correspon
dence with the Tsar over some fifteen years, and his History of the Grand Duchy 
of Moscow (1573?), provide the most detailed and intimate sources of the 
period. The former, whose authenticity has recently been assailed, is filled with 
a mixture of rich abuse and high debate on the principles of legitimacy and civil 
obedience. Kurbsky raged against the 'leprous conscience' of his former master, 
who 'belches forth his bombastic and learned quotations in untameable wrath. ' 
Ivan called his one-time subject 'a cur', a 'stinking traitor', a 'seducer', a 
'Pharisee', a 'perjurer'. The History written in similar vein, was inspired by the 
chilling prospect that on the death of Sigismund-August, Ivan might be elected 
to the Polish throne. In Polish history, however, Kurbsky is remembered as a 
prominent recruit to the service of the Republic, and as a living advertisement 
against the barbarism of Muscovy. Yet it is quite clear from his correspondence 
that he had little respect for the principles of the noble democracy. 'As for the 
godless nations,' he said to Ivan in his Second Epistle, 'why mention them? For 
none of them rule as masters in their own house. They rule as their employees 
order them to. ' The Polish chronicler, Bielski, claimed that Kurbsky fled to 
Lithuania from fear of the consequences of military failure; and most modern 
commentators would concede that there was a strong streak of opportunism in 
his conduct. None the less, the Republic gave him a sanctuary from which to 
propound his views, and that in itself was a good advertisement.27 

Foreign comment on Poland-Lithuania had long been delayed by lack of 
information. But as from the mid-sixteenth century western scholars were well 
supplied with detailed descriptions. In Italy, the famous account written in 1575 
by the Venetian ambassador, Ieronimo Lipomano, supplemented similar 
reports compiled by each of the Papal Nuncios a decade earlier. Relevant pas
sages in the Relazioni Universali (1592) of Giovanni Botero, an official of the 
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Vatican's Office for the Propagation of the Faith, were based on personal and 
extremely shrewd observation. In France, Poland was little known until the 
publication of Kromer's Chronicle in Paris in 1566; but great publicity was 
aroused by the election of Henry Valois in 1573. In Germany, Polish affairs were 
mainly publicized by German subjects of the Republic who objected to ill-
informed attacks on their homeland. The Encomium Regni Poloniae (1621) by 
Jakub Gadebusch of Danzig, and the De scopo reipublicae Polonicae (1665) by 
Johann Sachs of Thorn (Marinius Polonius), were both published from motives 
of wounded patriotism. In England, a certain limited information was contained 
in the Itinerary (1617) of Fynes Morison. Full-scale treatment had to await the 
attention of Dr Bernard O'Connor, sometime physician at the court of John 
Sobieski, who published his two-volume History of Poland in 1698. In Sweden, 
the jurist and historiographer Samuel Pufendorf was able to draw on Swedish 
involvement in Polish affairs to paint a sceptical, if not pessimistic, assessment. 
Throughout Europe, however, Polish authors were known and read. 
Poland-Lithuania belonged to the international 'Republic of (Latin) Letters'. 
The works of Modrevicuis, Goslicki, Bielski, Kromer, Varsevicius, Opalinski, 
were accessible to all who cared to inquire. 

Western analysts found great difficulty in classifying a constitution, which 
could not be easily fitted into the traditional Ciceronian categories of monarchy, 
aristocracy, or democracy. Everyone agreed that the Republic could not be 
regarded as a 'true monarchy', like most European kingdoms. Botero said it was 
'more republican than monarchical'; Bodin called it a monarchia libera, or 
'loose monarchy'; Guillaume Barclay, Professor of Law at Paris, declared: 'The 
Poles have neither King nor Kingdom, but a sort of oligarchy concealed beneath 
the royal title.' A wide variety of terms were used to describe the status of the 
Polish King. Bodin called him 'capitaine en chef. Others called him 'a first mag
istrate', 'a curator', or 'a chairman'. At all events, he was not a sovereign. Botero 
added most shrewdly, no doubt with Bathory in mind, that 'the King has as 
much power as his skill and understanding can give him.' In so far as Monarchy 
was generally held to be a divine institution, instituted by God, there was a 
widespread acceptance of the myth that Poland's Royal elections represented 
the survival of a prehistoric, pagan custom, variously ascribed to the Goths, the 
Celts, the Vandals, or the ancient Sarmatians. 

The Republic's detractors were naturally to be found amongst those who set 
greatest store on the virtues of Monarchy; yet their criticisms were usually mild 
and constructive. Jean Bodin, for one, studied the question with great care and 
precision. As orator to the Polish embassy which came to Paris in 1573, he had 
debated the issues with the Polish senators at first hand. His Six livres de la 
Republique (1576) revealed a close knowledge of Kallimach, Miechowit, 
Kromer, and especially of Modrzewski, whose propositions he reviewed in 
detail. Bodin classified the Poles, together with the British and the Scandinavians, 
as 'northerners' who are instinctive haters of tyranny. Whilst criticizing the 
elective nature of Polish kingship, he declared that its uncertainties presented a 
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danger not so much for the king as for the electors themselves, and recommended 
that the king's successor should be elected vivente rege. His harshest comments 
were reserved not for constitutional practice, but for the failings of Polish justice, 
and for the Head-Money system in particular. At the end of the next century, 
Pufendorf, in his Introduction to the History of the Main European Countries 
(1686) bemoaned the interminable disputes between Sejm and king, and the 
paralysis of the legislative machine, but, in the afterglow of Sobieski's victory at 
Vienna, gave no indication that the Republic's internal failings might endanger 
its international standing. Bernard O'Connor noted with regret that 'no one in 
Poland is willing to be a subject'; and he underlined the harmful effects of 
the Liberum Veto, and of the life-tenure of offices of state. With the insight of a 
medical practitioner, he expressed astonishment that a body politic with such 
obvious maladies should have survived so long. He explained the Republic's sur
vival partly to the solidarity of a free people, who postpone their differences in 
moments of supreme crisis, partly to the disunity of neighbouring states, and 
partly to military factors. In O'Connor's view, a country which possessed no 
modern fortresses could neither be defended by its citizens nor suppressed by its 
invaders. Each of these writers formed their criticisms without malice, and stand 
in sharp contrast to the unashamed polemicists such as Guillaume Barclay whose 
Satyricon (1614) was composed for the amusement of the French court, or 
Herman Conring, whose tract De iustitia armorum Suecorum in Polonos (On the 
Justice of Swedish Arms against the Poles, 1655), was written to order for 
Charles X. Jean Barclay, son of Guillaume, pronounced the Poles to be barbar
ians—'a nation born in violence and licence, which they call Freedom, who 
oblige their King at the point of the sword to uphold the laws of their forefathers, 
and who, being possessed of self-awarded privileges, are able to injure each other 
with impunity.' Conring, with a political end in view, went further. The 
Republic, he wrote, was unloved by its inhabitants, was ruined by noble excess, 
and was not worth saving. 

The admirers of the Republic were first found among theorists of the Right of 
Resistance. In France, both Catholics and Huguenots were apt to condemn the 
Republic's reputation for religious toleration: but each, from their opposite 
points of view, were led to appreciate the Republic's elaborate safeguards 
against tyranny. Jean Boucher of Paris, whose tract De justa abdicatione (On 
Rightful Abdication, 1589) expressed the views of the Catholic opposition to 
Henry III, wrote a glowing account of the way that the tyrant had been driven 
from Poland. Theodore Beza, Calvin's successor at Geneva, praised the institu
tion of the Facta Conventa, Most sensational, however, were the views of the 
anonymous Huguenot, whose famous Vindiciae contra tyrannos (1579), com
posed under the pseudonym of 'Junius Brutus', is often taken to be the first clear 
formulation in modern times of the concept of a political contract between 
rulers and the ruled. According to him, the Polish Republic and the Holy Roman 
Empire were the only two states of Europe where ancient virtue had withstood 
the onslaught of tyrannical monarchs. In his description of his ideal of a consti-
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tutional monarchy, which would display 'the legitimate power of the prince 
over the people', he likened the Polish Republic to Venice. Echoes of his opin
ions were heard throughout the seventeenth century. Sir James Harrington's 
Oceana (1659) invoked the Polish example to embellish his dream of a Utopia 
organized in the interests of propertied gentlemen; Ulryk Huber, the Dutchman, 
used it in De iure Civitatis (1673) to demonstrate the fallacies of Hobbes. In 
Germany, a tract on Polish politics was composed by the mathematician and 
philosopher, Gottfied Leibniz when employed as secretary to the ambassador of 
the Duke of Neuberg at the Royal election of 1669. Masquerading as 'Georgius 
Ulicovius Lithuanus', he was mainly concerned to further the candidacy of his 
employer, and took care that his Specimen demonstrationum politicarum pro 
elegendo rege Tolonorum (1669) would not offend the Polish electorate. Even 
so, his arguments for the need to restrain liberty in the interests of external 
security, and his interesting comparison of the principle of unanimity as con
ceived in Poland and in the United Provinces, are ample proof of his serious 
intentions. In Italy, praise for Poland rose from the depths of a Neapolitan dun
geon. Tommaso Campanella, a Dominican friar incarcerated for twenty-seven 
years for heresy, author of the 'City of the Sun', included a long passage on the 
Republic in his work De Monarchia Hispanica. Most surprisingly, perhaps, he 
composed a sonnet in honour of the Polish electors, urging them to prefer native 
virtue before foreign princely blood: 

To Poland 
High o'er those realms that make blind chance the heir 
Of Empire, Poland dost thou lift thy head: 
For while thou mournest for thy monarch dead 
Thou wilt not let his son the sceptre bear 
Lest he prove weak perchance to do or dare. 
Yet art thou even more by luck misled, 
Choosing a prince of fortune, courtly bred, 
Uncertain whether he will spend or spare. 
Oh quit this pride! In hut or shepherd's pen 
Seek Cato, Minos, Numa! For of such 
God still makes kings in plenty: and these men 
Will squander little substance and gain much, 
Knowing that virtue and not blood shall be 
Their titles to true immortality.28 

In the Saxon Era, the quality of political comment degenerated as surely as the 
political situation itself. In Poland, intelligent men held their tongues. The realm 
of political theory was abandoned to the ostrich-like apostles of the 'Golden 
Freedom'. In a world where would-be reformers recoiled before the over
whelming odds of foreign coercion and internal strife, no challenge was offered 
to those 'Sarmatists' who pretended that Poland's condition was superior to 
that of any other country on earth. The prime quotations of Sarmatist opinions 
are to be found in the amazing encyclopaedia of the Revd. Benedykt 
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Chmielowski (1700-63), whose Nowe Ateny albo Akademia wszelkiej scjencji 
pelna (The New Athens or an Academy full of the sciences, 1746) enjoyed wide 
popularity. Chmielowski's religious bigotry and political naivete typified the 
outlook of the dimmer, semi-educated noblemen of his day. 'The first ines
timable diamond in the Polish Crown', he wrote, 'is the Golden Freedom. The 
second bejewelled foundation of our liberty is the Liberum Regum Electio. The 
third is the Liberum Veto. Freedom of speech in the Sejm and in the dietines is 
the mother and soul of freedom; and there can be no sign that the Fatherland is 
dying so long as they are all still talking.'29 Having lost all hope of salvation, 
Polish society turned in on itself, and bewitched by the imaginary idylls of 'Old 
Sarmatia', began to lose sight of elementary realities. 

Abroad, a procession of political writers recounted the obvious ills of the 
Polish system without caring to examine their causes. As early as 1721, in his 
Lettres persanes, Montesquieu stated 'Poland makes such poor use of her 
Liberty, and of her Royal elections that she gives thereby no satisfaction but to 
her neighbours, who have lost both.' In 1740, in his Anti-Machiavel, Frederick 
II noted that in Poland, 'the throne is an object of trade like any other com
modity on the public market.' In his Considerations sur le gouvernement, the 
Marquis d'Argenson warned that 'Poland stands open on every side to be taken 
by anyone who cares to do so. Very soon, her one strength will lie in her very 
feebleness.' In the article devoted to Poland in the French Encyclopedic, the 
Chevalier de Jaucourt was content to plagiarize the recent work of Abbe Gabriel 
Coyer on the history of John Sobieski. In it, he mentioned a theme already 
mooted by Montesquieu to the effect that the decline of the state was due to the 
'slavery' of the common people. Similar opinions were repeated by most of the 
sages of the day — by David Hume, by Adam Smith, by William Paley, and above 
all, by Voltaire. Voltaire's numerous, brilliant, and uniformly hostile comments 
deserve special mention, if only because they were so widely publicized. First in 
his History of Charles XII, then in the drama, Les Lois de Minos, and later in his 
numerous writings on the subject of Toleration, the sage of Ferney missed no 
opportunity of deriding Poland as the home of 'chaos', 'barbarity', and 'fanati
cism'. With no claim to any close acquaintance with Polish affairs, he used the 
Republic as a cautionary tale to illustrate the fate of all who fell into the clutches 
of Romish ignorance. 'Braves Polonais! . . . vous n'avez eu depuis longtemps que 
deux veritables ennemis - les Turcs et la cour de Rome.' Needless to say, he used 
the Polish leitmotif not as a serious contribution to the study of Poland, but as 
a polemical weapon with which to humour his readers. Yet in his eagerness to 
flatter his enlightened correspondents in Berlin and St. Petersburg, he often 
lapsed into the sort of hyperbole which revealed his true colours. In 1768, for 
example, he paid a characteristic double-edged compliment to the authors of 
Poland's 'liberties', congratulating both Stanislaw-August and Archbishop 
Podoski for their fortunate association with the 'Star of the North' : 
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. . . Not only has the Empress of Russia established universal toleration in her own vast 
realms, but she has sent an Army into Poland to protect the rights of citizens and to cause 
fear and trembling among the persecutors. It is the first Army of its kind since the world 
began—an army of peace! O wise and just King who has presided over this happy rec
onciliation! O enlightened Primate, prince without pride, priest without superstition, 
may you be blessed and emulated for ever and ever!30 

In such an atmosphere, it was a bold spirit indeed who dared to say anything 
favourable of the Polish constitution. Even the apologists of the Leszczynski 
camp, and the proponents of Reform, from Baudeau to Mably, were given to 
blackwashing Poland in the hope of provoking change. But Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau was different. Invited to pen his reflections on the Polish situation by 
Wielhorski, the agent in Paris of the Confederates of Bar, he expressed a view 
which was unique in its day. His Considerations sur le gouvernement de la 
Pologne, published in 1772 in the year of the First Partition, mark a triumph at 
once of independence of mind and of careful scholarship. Rousseau had stu
died Polish institutions with some care, and was not averse to detailed 
improvements. But he recognized prevailing conditions as a perversion of wor
thy ideals, and the general tenor was one of caution. Think very carefully', he 
warned, 'before you disturb that which has made you what you are. ' Finally, 
fully conversant with the intrigues of the Republic's neighbours, he proffered 
perhaps the most pertinent piece of advice on the Polish condition ever made 
in modern times. 'If you cannot prevent your enemies from swallowing you 
whole,' he wrote, 'at least you must do what you can to prevent them 
from digesting you.' This one sentence was heeded in Poland long after the 
cumulative wisdom of all the other philosophes had been completely forgot
ten.31 

For the political scientist, the Kzeczpospolita of Poland-Lithuania displays a 
number of features which distinguish it from most West European polities of the 
period. In theoretical terms, the state can better be described as a monarchical 
republic rather than as a republican monarchy. It was far more republican in 
structure and spirit than the constitutional monarchies of England or Sweden, 
and diametrically opposed to the absolutist systems of France, Spain, or Russia. 
In some respects, it resembled the fragmented and elective structures of the Holy 
Roman Empire, shorn of the dynastic accretions introduced by the later 
Habsburg Emperors; and it had much in common with the complicated consti
tution of the United Provinces. But its authors were specifically inspired by the 
Roman Republic of ancient times, from which it took its name, and by the 
Republic of Venice, from whose university at Padua, most of them had gradu
ated. In this light, it would seem appropriate that in translating the name of the 
Kzeczpospolita into English, Anglo-Saxon scholars should prefer 'the Republic' 
to the more usual 'Commonwealth' . 
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The political game as played in Poland-Lithuania was of a very special type. 
The absence of chains of command radiating from the centre, or of a social hier
archy organized in the interests of the state, permitted individual, local, or 
provincial policies to be pursued without fear of restraint from above. 
Everything depended on the shifting patterns of patronage, rank, wealth, merit, 
and fortune; virtually nothing on raison d'etat. The state never pretended to an 
interest of its own which was greater than the sum of interests of its individual 
citizens. As a result, the external policy of the Republic was strikingly passive; 
whilst internal policies were eternally inconclusive. In one interesting hypothe
sis, political life was compounded from the kaleidoscopic interplay of small-
scale, local interests and of larger, more impermanent, regional interests: or, as 
it was put, of 'small neighbourhoods' and of 'large neighbourhoods'.32 It would 
take a Lewis Namier - whose work on the underlying relationships of politics in 
Georgian England has a strong scent of his Polish origins—to test the exactness 
of this analysis. But it would be well worth testing, and would make an excel
lent subject for research. 

In fact, the closest parallels to Poland's 'Noble Democracy' can probably be 
found outside Europe altogether, in America. At first sight at least, the outlook 
of the Polish nobility would seem to agree with that of the gentry of the English 
colonies of the deep South, whose vast plantations and brilliant social life were 
perpetuated, as in Poland-Lithuania, by their isolation from central government 
and by the servitude of the rural masses. Slave-owning democrats such as 
Thomas Jefferson or George Washington, and other founding fathers of the 
USA, have much in common with the reforming wing of magnatial politicians 
among their contemporaries in Poland—Lithuania. Further north, in New 
England, a different brand of individualism was encouraged by religious beliefs, 
and by the colonists' rejection of the spiritual coercion practised by ecclesiasti
cal authorities in most European countries. The thoughts of Henry Thoreau 
beside the Walden Pond, or in his 'Essay on the Duty of Civil Disobedience' 
would have found a greater measure of understanding in the Polish Sejm than in 
any Court or Parliament in Europe. His famous motto to the effect that 'that 
government is best that governs least', would have brought a roar of acclaim at 
any provincial dietine, and encapsulates the opposition of the Polish nobility to 
the growth of royal power throughout the Republic's existence. Primitive 
American anarchism, born on the Frontier of a new continent, may well have 
had a kindred spirit, if not a direct ancestor, in the ideals of that extinct Republic 
which once roamed the plains of Eastern Europe. 

Oddly enough, the ideals of the Polish nobility possess an air of striking 
modernity. In an age when most Europeans were lauding the benefits of 
Monarchism, Absolutism, or of state power, the noble citizens of 
Poland—Lithuania were praising their 'Golden Freedom', the right of resistance, 
the social contract, the liberty of the individual, the principle of government by 
consent, the value of self-reliance. These concepts feature widely in the ideolo
gies of modern, liberal democracies. It is inconceivable, of course, that they were 
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cherished by the szlachta from a precocious interest in progressive political 
theory, rather than from the elemental desire to preserve their ancient privileges. 
However, there is an obvious connection. By European standards, the Republic 
provides an instance of grossly retarded development. To observers in the age 
of Enlightenment, Polish attitudes were reminiscent of those of savage medieval 
barons. Yet it must not be forgotten that modern Anglo-Saxon democracy has 
grown from an essentially conservative position, which still sees the medieval 
traditions of Magna Carta as relevant to the needs of today. The coincidence of 
view between the Polish nobleman of the seventeenth or eighteenth century with 
the liberal democrat of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, is not purely for
tuitous. It is caused by their common concern to combat the power of the state. 
The one opposed the initial manifestations of the phenomenon, the other 
opposes its modern excesses, but their enemy is the same. For this reason, if for 
no other, in approaching the history of the Polish-Lithuanian Republic, the pre
sent-day scholar might reasonably be expected to escape from the exclusively 
negative judgements, whose origins can be surely traced to the exponents of the 
Enlightenment and to the 'enlightened' apologists of the partitioning powers. 



11 

SERENISSIMA: 

Diplomacy in Poland-Lithuania 

It may be debatable whether Jan Dantiscus (1485—1548) or 'Dantyszek', was the 
first Polish diplomat; but he was certainly one of the most entertaining. His eight 
years and four months as ambassador to the Emperor Charles V between 1524 
and 1532, are often cited as the first permanent embassy of the Polish service. In 
some ways, Dantyszek belonged to the medieval tradition of cosmopolitan cler
ics who ran international relations as a sideline of ecclesiastical affairs. At the 
same time, he belonged to a new generation of humanists, for whom artistic 
patronage, philosophical exploration, and secular curiosity on a wide scale 
opened up entirely new vistas for their considerable talents. Born in Danzig as 
Johann von Hoefen, the son of a prosperous brewer, he assumed his Latin nom 
de plume when publishing neo-latin poetry, and his Polish cognomen by serving 
from the age of fifteen in the royal court at Cracow. He received his church 
benefices as an adjunct to his diplomatic career, enjoying the Bishopric of 
Chelmno, and from 1537 the Bishopric of Warmia. In Cracow, he studied under 
the Hellenist, Paul of Krosno, whilst employing himself as a page in the court 
retinue, and participating in the disastrous Moldavian expedition of 1502. In 
1503 he appears in the secretariat of Archbishop Jan Laski, and the next year, 
as a specialist in Prussian affairs, in the royal chancery. In 1505-6, he travelled 
to Venice and thence to Cyprus, Palestine, and Arabia. In 1512, his action in the 
royal courts over a disputed family inheritance in Danzig was the immediate 
cause of the crisis between Poland and the Teutonic Order. He first caught the 
eye of the Emperor Maximilian at the Vienna Congress in 1515, and when he 
returned to the imperial court in the following year as the envoy of Sigismund I, 
he was raised to the rank of comes palatinus, and crowned as 'poet-laureate'. In 
the subsequent period he journeyed incessantly, pressing the causes of his Polish 
master, and acting as occasion demanded on behalf of the Emperor, or of the 
cities of Prussia. In 1522—3 he was in England, looking for support against the 
activities of the Teutonic Order. As he reported back to Sigismund, he was 
received by Cardinal Wolsey, at Hampton Court, in a darkened room: 

When I was brought to him, I found him lying in bed and suffering, so he said, from the 
colic. But I saw that he had the French pox . . . I greeted him in the name of your Most 
Serene Majesty, and delivered a short speech on the Turkish and Tartar problems . . . To 
all this he gave a long answer, for he is quite a learned and a well-spoken man. He said 
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many offensive things about the French, and complained of their perfidy . . . Then I asked 
and exhorted him to help in the dispute with the Grand Master . . . He answered with a 
laugh that I came at a good time . . . and concluded, 'The King of Poland is more impor
tant to me and my sovereign than those brethren, who are not worth a penny to us'.1 

Later he met Henry VIII, with Thomas More acting as interpreter, and visited 
the shrine of Thomas Becket at Canterbury. Still in pilgrim's mood, he set off 
for Santiago di Compostella, sailing to Corunna from Plymouth in a Portuguese 
ship, which was storm-driven into Penzance. At which point, the mother of 
Sigismund's Queen, Bona Sforza, died in Bari, leaving her Polish in-laws with 
complicated legal claims to her inheritance. Dantyszek left Cracow in search of 
Charles V on 15 March 1524. It was his third imperial assignment. His instruc
tions made no provisions beyond the immediate issue of the Neapolitan succes
sion. Having met the Doge in Venice, the d'Este duke in Ferrara, the chancellor 
of the Duchy in Bari, and Francis I at Lyon, he knelt before the Emperor in 
Madrid on 3 December. Thereafter, the Emperor kept him constantly at his side, 
for five years in Spain, for one year in 1529 in Italy, and for three more years in 
Germany. In 1526, Dantyszek's mistress, Izabela del Gada, gave birth to the 
beautiful Juanita, who was destined to marry the Emperor's secretary, Gratian 
von Albert. He finally regained Cracow in July 1532, laden with honours, and 
later retired to his episcopal seat at Heilsberg. He was a personal friend of many 
notable men of his time, from Cortes to Erasmus and Luther, not to mention 
Copernicus, who was his immediate client and employee. In his retirement, he 
was a great correspondent and collector, a true son of the Age of Discovery. As 
poet, he addressed himself in Latin to a wide world which had still not disinte
grated into petty, national cultures. As diplomat, he was prone to celebrate a 
mission not with a memorandum or a minute but with an epigram: 

Hanc nigram niveamque mihi lovis alitis alam 
Pro mentis caesar nobile stemma dedit. 

Quod datur ex atavis clarum est, sed clarius omne 
Quod per se virtus propria ferre solet.* 

Or a lascivious elegy : 

Quam durae miseri sunt condicionis amantes 
Qui nullas sedes nec loca certa tenent! 

Nil datur aeternum, sed quo rapit impetus, illuc 
Ambigui in dubiis pectora rebus agunt. 

Errant et raro placida statione fruuntur 
Atque alia ex aliis sub iuga amoris eunt. . .** 

* This black-and-white wingspread of Jupiter's Bird/Was given to me by the Emperor as a 
noble emblem for my services./That which is inherited from one's ancestors is illustrious; 
but still more illustrious/Is that which a man achieves by his own merit. 

** How hard is the lot of unhappy lovers/Who have no resting place nor fixed abode./ 
Nothing permanent can be enjoyed; but there, where impulse strikes/They consume their 
hearts in guilty affairs./They wander on, rarely enjoying a tranquil sojourn,/but passing 
from one amorous yoke to another.. .2 
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In Dantyszek's time, Poland was approaching the zenith of its political 
influence. His master, Sigismund I (1506-48), who sent no less than 148 diplo
matic missions abroad, was the most active of all the Polish kings in the inter
national field. In 1569 at the Union of Lublin, the Republic of Poland-Lithuania 
emerged momentarily as the largest territory in Europe and the leading power 
of the East. In the diplomatic language of the next two centuries, it was known, 
like Venice, as 'Serenissima Kespublica'', 'The Most Serene Republic', 'La 
Serenissme'. Throughout the modern period, whether nominatively or 
accusatively, it was at the heart of European diplomacy. 

After the union of 1569, the democratic constitution of the Republic removed 
diplomacy from direct royal control. According to the Pacta Conventa agreed 
between king and nobility at the beginning of each reign, no ambassadors could 
be appointed without the assent of the Senate. No treaties were valid until 
ratified by the Sejm. For important negotiations, both chambers of the Sejm 
would join in appointing parliamentary commissioners, who were considered to 
possess the highest diplomatic status. 

In practice, of course, the king retained considerable executive powers. 
Although foreign policy was not conducted on his behalf but in the name of 'the 
Senate and Republic', his influence was far greater than that of any other indi
vidual. His was the most powerful voice in the periodic formal sessions of the 
full Senate, which established the main principles of policy, as it was among the 
sixteen resident senators, or in the senatus consilium (Senate Committee) which 
directed everyday business in the long intervals between sessions. In normal 
times, the king exercised close control over the four chancelleries - two for the 
Kingdom and two for the Grand Duchy - and in particular over the lesser 
Chancellery of the Kingdom, which customarily attended him on his progresses 
and which was able to establish a dominant role in diplomatic affairs. There 
were moments, as in 1609 under Sigismund Vasa, when the Sejm was prepared 
to allow the King to decide on war and peace at his own discretion; and there 
were others, as in 1656 under Jan Kazimierz, when the absence of the Sejm left 
the king in sole command. It is true that some Polish kings may well have looked 
with envy at the powers of their confreres elsewhere in Europe, who largely con
trived, even in the constitutional monarchies, to keep foreign affairs within the 
royal prerogative. But given skill, and a reasonable standing in the eyes of the 
chief officers of state, they were far from helpless. 

In accordance with the far-reaching dispersion of authority within the 
Republic, the state did not claim a monopoly in diplomatic affairs. If the Sejm 
or the Senate could prevent the king from making commitments of which they 
did not approve, so equally there was no objection to the king persuing a private 
policy of his own so long as the interests and resources of the state were not 
thereby compromised. During the Vasa era, royal diplomacy undertaken by 
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courtiers as opposed to state officials, pressed the king's dynastic claims to the 
Swedish throne through channels quite separate from those of the state. In the 
Saxon Era, a very clear distinction was drawn between the undertakings of 
the king and those of the Republic. It was quite possible for the Wettin, as 
Elector of Saxony, to be at war with Sweden for example, whilst the same man, 
as King of Poland-Lithuania, was at peace. The Hetmans, or army comman
ders, were empowered from the early sixteenth century to enter diplomatic 
relations as an adjunct to their military duties. Especially in the south and east, 
whence communication with Warsaw was excessively slow, a Hetman would 
fight a campaign or sign a truce with the Muscovites or Tartars on his own law
ful initiative. In the process, he regularly sent envoys to Moscow or to the 
Crimea, and received embassies in return. The great magnates claimed similar 
licence, although in their case the line between constitutional and treasonable 
conduct was harder to define. Certainly the Radziwill who signed his private 
treaty with the invading Swedes in 1655 was a traitor, and was universally con
demned as such. But earlier in the seventeenth century, when Chancellor 
Zamoyski used his personal army and his private diplomacy to make and to 
unmake the Hospodars of Moldavia, he did so with impunity. In Muscovy's 
'Time of Troubles', it was the private adventures of George Mniszek and his fel
low-conspirators who, contrary to the wishes of the Sejm, dragged Poland into 
the internecine struggles of Russia. Increasingly, the Polish magnates acted 
much like the princes of Germany — as virtually independent rulers whose over
lord was too distant and too preoccupied to care. In times of Confederation, 
when the nobility convoked armed leagues for the pursuit of legal political 
objectives, the Confederate leaders were fully entitled to use diplomatic means 
in support of then campaign. During the Great Northern War these confedera
tions lasted for decades, and diplomacy was fragmented to a degree far beyond 
the control of any central authority. At various times, both the city of Danzig 
and the Cossacks of the Dnieper maintained their own diplomatic services with 
the full consent of the state authorities. During the frequent interregna, conduct 
of foreign affairs traditionally fell to the Primate, the Archbiship of Gniezno, 
who as interrex was empowered to pursue yet another category of 'primatial 
diplomacy'. 

The division of administrative responsibility was no less complicated than 
that of executive authority. In each of the separate administrations of the 
Kingdom and the Grand Duchy, the care and supervision of foreign diplomats, 
and the coordination of different sections of the Republic's diplomatic service 
was ascribed to the Marshal. The diplomatic secretariats were the responsibil
ity of the Chancellors, but were usually managed by one of the vice-chancellors, 
or podkancerz. As time went on, the administration of the Kingdom was by far 
the more important, although the Lithuanians for long emphasized their right to 
supervise relations with Muscovy. In the Kingdom, a Chief Secretary or secre-
tarius supremus co-ordinated the work of the secretariat, whilst four chief 
notaries or pronotarii acted as heads of department. The latter specialized in 
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relations with particular countries or regions, and were authorized to observe 
the proceedings of the Senate and of the Senate committee. In addition there 
were referendaries, copyists, interpreters, and archivists - some twenty persons 
in all. In the early years of the Union, the personnel of this Polish secretariat was 
quite outstanding. Its list of employees included names like Jan Kochanowski, 
Lukasz Gornicki, Andrzej Frycz-Modrzewski, Jan Zamoyski, Marcin Kromer, 
Stanislaw Hosius - and claimed a high proportion of the leading intellects and 
artists of the day. In addition to its main task of foreign correspondence, the sec
retariat had to compose reports, to prepare ambassadors' instructions, to issue 
their twofold letters of credence from King and Senate, and to keep the records. 
Zygmunt-August was particularly interested in their work, and personally 
inspected the inventories. From 1503 onwards, ambassadorial reports were kept 
in the Libri Legationum, and the general diplomatic correspondence in the 
Metryka Koronna, or 'Crown Register.' 

The languages of Polish diplomacy were many and varied. In the sixteenth 
and seventeenth century, the primary language was Latin, used both for official 
documents within the Polish service itself and also for communication with 
most foreign countries. All of Western Europe and Scandinavia, together with 
Prussia and Courland, lay within the Latin sphere. The first attempt in Warsaw 
to use French occurred in 1636, when Richelieu's envoy, de Rorte, dared to put 
the opening sentences of his oration to the Senate into his native tongue. 
Thereafter French made headway for the purposes of informal conversation, 
especially in the Francophile court of Jan Sobieski, but not as an official lan
guage. Sobieski wrote to Charles II of England either in French or in Latin, 
addressing him as 'Tres Affectionne Frere', and signing himself as 'Bonus 
Frater'. Polish was common enough in ambassadors' instructions and in reports 
for internal circulation, and in the time of the Great Elector was still understood 
by the Prussian diplomats. Italian, too, was in current use, having been strongly 
implanted into the Polish service by the Court of Queen Bona Sforza, and by a 
long line of Paduan graduates. Both Zygmunt-August in the sixteenth century 
and Jan Kazimierz Vasa in the seventeenth habitually used Italian in their every
day speech and correspondence. Zygmunt HI used German. 

Communication with the East was more difficult. In dealings with Muscovy, 
it was standard practice for the representatives of the Republic to use Polish 
when acting on behalf of the Kingdom or of the joint Sejm, and to use Ruthenian 
(Old Byelorussian) when acting specifically on behalf of the Grand Duchy. The 
Tsar and his representatives replied in Russian. In dealings with the Tartars, a 
similar convention existed where each side expressed itself in its own tongue. In 
formal documents, such as the Treaty of Cecora of 1595, one copy would be 
drawn up in Polish, and another in Tartar, the latter written in Serbian or 
Cyrillic letters. In dealings with the Turks, Latin, Polish, Italian, or Turkish 
would be used in accordance with the varying abilities of available interpreters 
and secretaries. In 1568, the Porte appointed an islamized Pole as envoy to 
Poland - one Ibrahim Bey, whose name prior to his capture in a Tartar raid, had 
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been Joachim Strasz. The Poles frequently employed Armenians. In 1602, a 
Polish envoy to Persia, one Sefer Muratowicz, surprised the Shah by speaking in 
Persian. Under Zygmunt-August, whose secretary, Krzysztof Dzierzek, was sent 
to study in Istambul at royal expense, a permanent tradition of oriental exper
tise was established. Under Zygmunt III, Tomasz Zamoyski, who was a scholar 
of some distinction, filled the same function.4 Under Stanislaw-August, the 
King's oriental interpreter was one Antoni Crutta, an Albanian formerly in the 
Venetian service. 

The spread of diplomatic activity provided the stimulus for regular postal ser
vices. The first step seems to have been taken in 1515 at the Congress of Vienna 
when the Emperor Maximilian met his two Jagiellonian relatives, Sigismund of 
Poland and Wladyslaw of Bohemia and Hungary. 'Postae celerrimae' were insti
tuted to link the royal capital of Cracow with the imperial post at Breslau in 
Silesia. In 1558, the death of Bona Sforza inevitably multiplied correspondence 
with the Empire and with Italy, and a permanent weekly courier service was 
established in both directions between Cracow, Vienna, and Venice, managed 
by one Prosper Provana. In 1568, this service was contracted out to the 
Florentine Montelupi family, who thereupon settled in Cracow and, changing 
their name to 'Wilczogorski', ran the Polish posts for the next century and more. 
In due course, the posts were extended to Warsaw, and from Warsaw to Danzig 
and Wilno, and in 1667 to Moscow. On other routes, the ancient arrangement 
continued whereby diplomatic mail was consigned to bankers, merchants, or 
even to casual strollers. It is interesting to note that the efficiency of the post did 
not improve with time. In Provana's day, in 1558, a rider left Cracow at day
break on Sundays, reached Vienna on the Wednesday evening, and delivered the 
mail in Venice on the following Tuesday, after 10 days on the road. The 625 
miles (1,125 kilometres) were covered at an average of 62 miles a day. This is 
close to the 'amazing speed' of the messenger who in 1526 brought news of 
Mohacs to Cracow within 8 days of the fateful battle. But the timetable of the 
Venice run soon deteriorated to 15 days. In 1583, when the Montelupi redirected 
their couriers through Slovenia, they cut it back for a time to 11 days. A full run 
from Wilno to Rome took up to eight weeks. Amsterdam and London, which 
could be reached out of Danzig in two or three weeks, were somewhat closer. 
Spain, which could be contacted either via Danzig or Naples was at least three 
months distant. Later on, during the Great Northern War, the post disinte
grated almost completely. Diplomatic mail was carried by foot instead of on 
horseback, and replies were not expected soon. 

To protect the diplomatic mail, a number of ruses were practised. Several 
copies of a letter would normally be sent to their destination by different routes, 
to ensure that one at least was safely delivered. Ciphers, however, introduced 
into Poland by Kallimach in the fifteenth century, were not employed on all 
occasions. Pope Gregory XIII, who in 1585 was using the Republic as a staging 
post for his advances to Muscovy, was said to be concerned lest his secrets be 
revealed in unciphered Polish correspondence. He was not amused by the Polish 
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ambassador's remark about ciphers being unnecessary 'because we have noth
ing to hide'. A century later, in 1683, the interception of the French 
Ambassador's correspondence and the successful cracking of his code revealed 
a conspiracy with the King's political enemies. It occasioned both the recall of 
the ambassador, the Marquis de Vitry, and the momentous transfer of 
Sobieski's support from France to Austria. In 1758, another Frenchman, the 
Comte de Broglie, was still more unlucky. During his absence in Paris for con
sultation over the 'Diplomatic Revolution', his embassy in Warsaw was burgled 
by the Prussian ambassador in person and his correspondence read directly. 

The modern system of permanent embassies did not emerge until the late six
teenth century, and even after that date, the former practice of sending envoys 
abroad on specific missions of short duration was by no means abandoned. At 
the time of the Union of 1569, there were permanent Polish missions in Madrid, 
Vienna, Naples, and Rome. In the seventeenth century, Polish agents resided in 
most European capitals, maintaining some continuity of relations between the 
intermittent visits of senior representatives. In the 1630s, in Copenhagen, 
Vienna, and Naples, there appeared the first stirrings of a Polish consular ser
vice. 

The status of embassies was equally uncertain, since it depended as much on 
the rank of the individual ambassador as on his destination or on the nature of 
his mission. The highest rank of Orator was equivalent to that of 'Wielki posel' 
(Grand Envoy), reserved for missions to Moscow. It was followed by nuntius 
(envoy), internuntius (sub-envoy), agens (agent), and at the bottom of the scale, 
the missilis (messenger). All, however, were inferior in authority to the parlia
mentary commissioners, who headed Polish delegations to the most important 
diplomatic conferences. About half of the embassies were entrusted to senators, 
both clerical and secular. In the sixteenth century, the royal secretaries also fea
tured prominently, but not without a touch of friction. In 1554, at Vienna, the 
chief Polish delegate, Mikolaj Myszkowski, Castellan of Radom, so objected to 
the inclusion in his embassy of Marcin Kromer, a mere historian, that he tried 
to occupy both of the chairs provided for them at their audience. Yet the 
humblest commoners could be employed on embassy when required. Armenian 
merchants played a prominent role in relations with the Crimea, just as in the 
1520s Queen Bona's Neapolitan cook, Cola Maria de Charis, was chosen to rep
resent the King in Italy. In embassies to Moscow and the Porte, the question of 
status gained added meaning, since the hosts were apt to gauge the Republic's 
sincerity by the eminence of the envoy's rank and the splendour of his retinue. 
The dispatch of an ambassador of inferior standing or of modest means was 
recieved as a calculated insult, which could abort the mission from the start. 

Within the Republic, foreign missions were expected to observe strict proced
ures. On reaching the frontier, they reported to the Starosta of the nearest town, 
who was charged with escorting them to the capital and with discouraging them 
from conversing with local people. In the Grand Duchy, the same function was 
filled by a special official, the przystawa, as in Muscovy. On arrival in Warsaw, 
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missions were welcomed by the Marshal, to underline the supremacy of the state 
over the Court. Papal Nuncios and monarchical ambassadors were expected to 
make a ceremonial entry, riding in the king's personal carriage. At the Royal 
Castle, they were received in audience by the king, who in the company of his 
senators remained both standing and covered. The formal reading of letters of 
credence took place before the full Senate, where the ambassador's oration was 
answered in Latin by the Chancellor. This was followed by coutesy visits to each 
of the officers of state, starting with the marshal, the Hetman, the Chancellor, and 
the Treasurer. At the time of royal Elections, the entire diplomatic corps was dis
missed from the capital, each mission being assigned a counrty palace in which to 
reside for the duration. By this ingenuous rule, formalized in 1683, the Sejm sought 
to limit foreign interference. In practice, the ambassadors were able to contact 
their partisans from outside Warsaw as easily as from within, and, with gold to 
spare, their nefarious activities were impossible to control. On the day of the 
Election, the ambassadors were permitted to enter the Wola Field and to speak on 
behalf of their candidates. Afterwards, they proceeded to St. John's Cathedral to 
assist in the official Te Deum, and thence to Cracow for the coronation. On tak
ing their leave at the end of a mission, they were required to quit the territory of 
the Republic within three weeks of submitting their letters of recredence. 

Diplomatic immunity was a fragile privilege in early modern Europe. In 
Muscovy or in Turkey, where physical violence and deliberate humiliations 
were an accepted instrument of negotiation, it was unknown. In the Republic it 
was recognized, but was subject to several signal lapses. French ambassadors 
figure prominently among the victims, perhaps because under Louis XIV their 
activities were particularly blatant and deeply resented. In 1683, the Marquis de 
Vitry was expelled from the Republic not just for his private intrigues but 
equally to save him from the Sejm which was clamouring to have him publicly 
birched and castrated. In 1702, M du Heron was summarily arrested at Thorn 
on suspicion of conspiring with the Swedes. In response, Louis XIV ordered all 
Polish citizens in France to be interned as hostages against his ambassador's 
safety. In 1733-6, the Marquis de Monti, whose zeal for the cause of Stanislaw 
Leszczynski had led to the burning of Saxon books in the market place at 
Warsaw and the purchase of all the city's printing-presses to prevent their use 
by his rivals, spent some three years in prison after his seizure in Danzig by his 
victorious opponents. The worst fate of all, however, awaited Jan Rheinhold 
Patkul, the Russian ambassador to Augustus II during the Great Northern War. 
As a native of Swedish Livonia, Patkul was regarded by the Swedes as a deserter 
and a traitor, and a clause for his extradition to Charles XII was specifically 
included in the Treaty of Altranstadt. In 1706, the unhappy ambassador was 
broken on the wheel, and quartered. 

At all official functions, protocol demanded meticulous attention to precedence. 
As a Catholic country, Poland gave automatic priority to the Papal Nuncio, and 
observed the traditional order of seniority, as drawn up in the papal bull of 1516. 
The imperial ambassador claimed precedence over the representatives of other 
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crowned heads, who in turn preceded the representatives of electors, princes, 
dukes, and republics. The Republic, as successor to the Kingdom of Poland, 
retained its monarchical status, but had to be content with the thirteenth, penulti
mate, place in order of seniority, between Bohemia and Denmark. In 1574 at 
Henry Valois's coronation banquet in Cracow, the Nuncio sat at the King's right 
hand in the company of the monarchical ambassadors, whilst a lower table was 
occupied by the envoys of the Venetian Republic, the Elector of Brandenburg, the 
Dukes of Ferrara and Brunswick, the Prince of Transylvania, the Duke of Prussia, 
and the Duke of Pomerania. 

Disputes over precedence were legion. In the seventeenth century, French 
ambassadors at Warsaw customarily withdrew rather than cede to their imper
ial colleagues. On 21 November 1648, when news of the Treaty of Westphalia 
inspired the Vicomte d'Arpagon to raise his hat to the Marquis de Grana in pub
lic, it was the first time such a gesture of Franco-Imperial politeness had been 
made within living memory. 

For sheer wrangling in matters of protocol, however, no one could match the 
Prussians or the Muscovites. Both these powers were immediate neighbours of 
the Republic. Both in their different ways made good in the world at Poland's 
expense, the one by renouncing its ties of dependency, the other by annexing 
vast expanses of the Republic's territory. Both in the early days were denied full 
diplomatic rights, the Prussians as vassals, the Muscovites as 'schismatics and 
barbarians'. Both harboured colossal resentments, and both in time found fer
tile ground in the Polish Court for cultivating their ever-mounting claims. The 
persistence with which they clawed their way up the ladder of diplomatic 
respectability nicely illustrates their rise to power and influence in Europe as a 
whole. Both set off in the sixteenth century with elaborate displays of servility. 
Both ended up two centuries later by behaving with insolence. 

The rise of the Hohenzollerns was perhaps the more astonishing. As Electors 
of Brandenburg and Dukes of Prussia, they were simultaneously subjects of the 
Empire and vassals of the Republic. To exploit their unique predicament, they 
perfected the art of tergiversation, always contriving to protect an act of blatant 
treachery in one direction by a specious gesture of loyalty in the other. In Poland, 
when it suited their purpose, they were model citizens, urging their rights as 
'native princes' and noblemen to play an active role in Polish affairs. At other 
times, they acted the part of foreign princelings, demanding to be treated as sov
ereign and equal rulers. It was exactly the reverse of the game that they played 
with the Emperor. In 1525, Albrecht von Hohenzollern, the last Grand Master of 
the Teutonic Order rode into the Market Square in Cracow to kneel before the 
King of Poland and receive the Duchy of Prussia in fief. On 5 October 1641, the 
same ceremony of investiture was enacted in Warsaw by the 'Great Elector' 
Frederick-William. On both occasions, as the King placed the Prussian standard 
into the hands of the new duke, a second prince of the House of Hohenzollern 
stepped forward to touch it, signifying the family's claim to the right of reversion. 
At the same moment, two Polish senators stepped forward to shout a ritual 
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protest, as a device for invalidating the investiture if the terms of acceptance were 
avoided. In 1641, the Grand Elector was contesting the title of 'First Prince of 
Poland' customarily reserved for the Primate - a claim not enhanced by his 
appearance at the investiture ball wearing mud-spattered riding boots. In 1648, 
however, he succeeded where his predecessors had failed, and obtained a vote at 
the royal Election. Having used his vote in favour of Jan Kazimierz and having 
sworn allegiance to the new monarch, he then proceeded to conspire in the 
Swedish invasion of the Republic and to participate in the occupation of 
Warsaw. In 1657, he insisted on recognition of his claim to sovereignty in the 
Duchy of Prussia, as his price for abandoning the Swedes. Only three years later, 
he was pressing Jan Kazimierz again to address him as 'Brother', having exacted 
the same doubtful favour from Louis XIV. Jan Kazimierz, whose vassal he 
remained for Bytau and Lauenberg if not for Prussia as a whole, categorically 
refused, and no official of the Republic was to concede anything further for the 
next century. In 1698, the Grand Elector's grandson, Frederick-William II laid 
claim to a royal title. Augustus II, careless of the distinction between his powers 
as Elector of Saxony and those as King of Poland, readily agreed to the wording 
'Koenig in Preussen'. Nor did he object when at that same Johanisburg meeting, 
the Hohenzollern contrived to sit beside him in an identical armchair. It was a 
sign that the two men had accepted the equal standing of their respective 
domains. As Stepney, the British Ambassador, remarked, 'It is true the Elector 
hath gained this point, and has his arm'd chair, which "triomphe de fauteuil" you 
may expect will be placed among the trophies of the Family.'5 The grant of the 
Prussian title was not ratified by the Sejm until 1764, and then only under duress. 
The wording 'Koenig von Preussen' was not approved until after the First 
Partition in 1773. Throughout the period from 1657 to 1764, Polish officials 
confined their address of the Hohenzollerns to 'le Regnant de Berlin' or 
'Serenissme Souverain'. 

As sticklers for form the Muscovites were equally intractable. Until the time 
of Peter I, when their ambassadors suddenly appeared in wigs and gaiters in the 
European style, they had always been regarded as savage exotics living beyond 
the pale of Christendom. In Warsaw, their embassies were received with a mix
ture of awe and amusement. On the one hand, the luxury of their following -
their retinue of hundreds of horsemen and merchants, their pearl-encrusted furs 
provided at the Tsar 's expense, their elaborate gifts of jewels and wild animals, 
their long beards, pointed hats, and caftans, and the chanted tones in which they 
affected to speak, were all designed to create a strong impression. On the other 
hand, many of their habits and demands were so extreme that western ambas
sadors were invited to watch their performance in court from behind a curtain. 
For one thing, they had a justified reputation for violence. The story was told 
how in 1570 Ivan IV had ordered Zygmunt-August's gift of a stud of stallions to 
be served up as mincemeat when he suspected that his own gift to the Polish 
King was not fully appreciated. More than a century later, the experiences of the 
English ambassador to Ivan were still being retailed - Sir Jeremy Bowes was 
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entertained first by the killing of a boyar who had dared to precede him up the 
stairs of the antechamber, and then by the suicide of another boyar who as proof 
of his loyalty was asked by the Tsar to jump through the window.6 The plea of 
Zygmunt III to Queen Elizabeth I of England to desist from sending arms to 
'these barbarians', 'because we know what they are like,' was based on hard 
experience.7 For one thing, they were excessively suspicious, especially of their 
own people. In 1635, Alexis Jaroslavsky, Governor of Suzdal, caused an uproar 
in Warsaw by demanding the surrender of those members of his embassy who 
had defected; and in 1646 a scandal arose when the Queen's Confessor, 
Monsigneur de Fleury, was unceremoniously frisked during a fur-buying spree 
at the Muscovite embassy. They were also excessively sensitive of criticism. In 
1650, Gregory Gavrilovitch Pushkin, Governor of Nizhny Novgorod, arriving 
to congratulate Jan Kazimierz on his election, demanded the execution of all 
those Polish authors whose books contained uncomplimentary comments about 
the Tsar. After much remonstration, he finally settled for a private bonfire of a 
selection of the offending volumes arranged in the courtyard of his residence by 
the Crown Marshal. Finally, they were famed for their drunkenness. At all 
official banquets they insisted on total inebriation as a mark of appreciation to 
the hosts, and special requests were made to the diplomatic corps not to take 
advantage of their Russian colleagues when they had fallen beneath the table. 

Yet it was in matters of titulation that the Muscovites really excelled. As 
Grand Dukes of Moscow, Ivan IV and his successors had no acknowledged 
right to the battery of titles which they habitually professed. In the accepted 
European order of seniority, they were placed among the Italian princes, below 
the Electors of the Empire but above the dependent dukes and republics. 'Tsar' 
(Caesar), 'Samodzierzhava' (Autocrat), and even 'Rossiya' (Russia) itself were 
all terms which they had invented for themselves, and no one in Europe for long 
took them seriously. For the Poles their pretensions were particularly galling, 
since a large part of the territorial dignities of the Tsar actually belonged to the 
Republic and had never belonged to Muscovy. The claim that the Tsar was 
ruler of 'all the Russias' was quaint indeed when 'White Russia' and 'Black 
Russia' were in Lithuania, 'Red Russia' was in Poland, and 'Great Russia' alone 
was in Muscovy. Such is the stuff of which empires are made. Muscovite 
ambassadors, living under the threat of their sovereign's wrath, habitually 
recited the Tsar's titles aloud and in full as a prelude to every public occasion, 
and regularly protested whenever they caught wind of ancient Polish titles, such 
as that of 'Dux Russiae', of which they disapproved. In 1635, Jaroslavsky 
staged a notable demonstration by attending his audience with Wladyslaw IV 
wearing two hats - one to be raised in greeting as required by protocol, the. 
other to be kept on his head as the Tsar had commanded. In the eighteenth cen
tury, Peter I instructed his ambassadors that his new style of 'Emperor-Autocrat 
of All-the-Russias' entitled them, as servants of 'the New Rome', to take prece
dence over the Holy Roman Empire. For many years, the Republic resisted 
these pretensions without admitting them to documents or treaties. But the first 
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sign of change came in 1671 when a Muscovite envoy made his entry into 
Warsaw in the King's carriage. In 1677, the papal Nuncio, looking for 
Muscovite support against the Turks, asked John Sobieski to recognize the title 
of 'Tsar'. It was, he explained, 'a barbarian name' like that of 'Sheriff among 
the Arabs, or of 'Sophie' in Persia. Yet the officials of the Republic were still 
keeping to the formula of 'Tres Puissante Souveraine Tsarine, Grande Duchesse 
de Moscou' in the mid-eighteenth century. They finally capitulated in 1764 to 
the combined bullying of Catherine and Frederick of Prussia, who imposed 
their respective titles on a helpless Sejm as a symbol of political defeat. 

Diplomacy, of course, costs money. In the Republic it was paid for from state 
taxation. The costs were shared out in the ratio of roughly two-thirds from the 
Kingdom and one-third from the Grand Duchy. The decline of the central trea
sury was an obvious cause of waning diplomatic energy. Contrary to some 
accounts, however, Polish diplomats were not starved of their expenses, and it 
was not for financial reasons alone that diplomacy fell into the hands of the mag
nates. It is true that the cumbersome machinery of the Sejm often caused delay, 
but recent studies show that even during the Swedish wars expenses did get paid, 
and paid in full. An ambassador's expenses could be enormous, and methods of 
payment were often tortuous. Dantyszek's expenses for his stay in Madrid 
between 1524 and 1530 were paid partly via the Treasurer of the Queen's Duchy 
of Bari, partly through a loan from the Fuggers in Venice. They included 100 
ducats a month from Bari for his upkeep, plus 500 florins for the journey. 
Although he spent 318 ducats on the way from Cracow to Madrid, he was soon 
deep in debt, having paid 1,000 ducats as an inducement to the imperial chancel
lor, Gatinara, to fix the Neapolitan succession in Poland's favour. In the seven
teenth century, sums like this would have looked paltry. In 1672, for example, the 
Sejm reimbursed 53,000 zl. to Gninski for his recent mission to Moscow, and 
134,000 zl. to Radziejowski for his embassy to the Porte. (In the same session, 
13,800 zl. were awarded to Sobieski for his outlay as Grand Hetman of the Crown 
in the war against Turkey.) Personal expenses, however, represented only a small 
part of the diplomatic budget. In dealings with the East, gifts and subsidies were 
an essential ingredient of negotiations. If the Republic did not choose to fight its 
enemies, it had to buy them off - in effect, to compensate them for loss of earn
ings from loot and pillage. In the case of relations with the Tartars, it has been cal
culated that in the eighteen years between 1654 and 1672, almost 21/2 million zl. 
were spent on 'diplomacy', of which 2 millions and more were attributed to gifts. 

Gifts and appeasements 2,122,930 zl. 18 gr. 2d. 
Embassies to the Crimea 87,402 zl. 
Maintenance of Tartar envoys 199,074 zl. 44 gr. 
Miscellaneous: including ransoms 83,506 zl. 

Total 2,492,912 zl. 62 gr. 2d. 8 

In view of the facts that the Tartar alliance was part of the Republic's defence 
against Moscow, and that in 1654 alone no less than 13 million zl. were spent on 
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military measures to contain the Muscovite invasion, those 21/2 millions lavished 
on the Crimea represented good value for money. Overall, the cost of sending 
embassies abroad was roughly matched by that of maintaining foreign embassies 
in Warsaw. Together they constituted about one-fifth of the state's expenditure. 

If the Polish school of diplomacy produced its most distinguished practitioners 
in the early years of the Republic's existence, its outlook and traditions were not 
analysed and expounded until the end of the sixteenth century. Christopher 
Warszewicki (1543-1603), or 'Varsevicius', had the distinction of publicizing 
them throughout Europe. 

Christopher Warszewicki belonged to that most brilliant of Polish genera
tions, raised in the cosmopolitan circles of 'the Golden Age', where Renaissance 
ideals mingled with the highest affairs of state. He was almost the exact con
temporary of Chancellor Jan Zamoyski. His elder brother, Stanislaw, a convert 
to Catholicism, was a prominent Jesuit, founder and rector of the Jesuit 
Colleges at Wilno and Lublin. Both brothers studied in Wittenberg, but whereas 
Stanislaw returned to Poland as a royal secretary, Christopher served as a page 
in the Viennese court of Ferdinand, King of the Romans. In 1554 he witnessed 
the marriage in Winchester of Mary Tudor and Philip II of Spain. In the 1560s, 
he was Secretary of the Bishop of Poznan, and in the reign of Stefan Batory 
(1576-86), a regular envoy of the King to Muscovy and Scandinavia. In between 
times, he was variously in the service of the Papal Nuncio to Poland, of Henry 
III in France, and of the Emperor in Prague. Owing to political activities on 
behalf of the Habsburgs at election times, he repeatedly fell from grace, and died 
in Cracow in 1603 after the last of a long series of exiles. As an author, he pub
lished a wide variety of serious works — from a guidebook to Venice (1572.), to 
Turcicae Quatuordecim (Fourteen Orations on Turkey, 1595), De optima statu 
libertatis (On the best form of Liberty, 1598), and De Cognitione (On 
Knowledge, 1600). His reflections on diplomacy appeared as De Legato et 
Legatione (On Ambassadors and Embassies), published in Cracow in 1595, and 
thereafter many times reprinted, in Rostock in 1597, in Liibeck in 1604, and in 
particular in George Forster's pocket edition in Danzig in 1646. 

In the practice of diplomacy, Warszewicki advocated a straightforward policy 
of honour, piety, prudence, and magnanimity. In his view, the ambassador is a 
Christian missionary as well as a servant of the prince. In the long run, virtue 
and honesty pays. 'God does not will protracted success to those who deal in 
impiety and fraud', he wrote. Or again, 'To behave like a King, is to attract 
many men by one's bounties, even when one knows that few are really faithful 
. . . to direct one's wrath more against things than against persons, and not to 
be moved by the ingratitude of others.' Whilst drawing the distinction between 
prudent reserve {dissimulatio) and deliberate deceit, and excusing a certain mea
sure of prevarication (mendacia quae dicuntur officiosa), he none the less insists 
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that a diplomat's word is his bond, and that treaties are made to be respected. 
He puts loyalty, handsomeness, honesty, and education, above noble birth as 
qualities expected in an ambassador, quoting Virgil, Tacitus, Aristotle, and a 
host of contemporary examples in support of his view. Dantyszek is praised 
repeatedly, as is Martin Kromer, the historian. Andreas Dudith, one-time impe
rial agent in Poland, is censured for 'levity', and Jean Monluc, Ambassador of 
Charles IX of France, for his 'vanity'. The Muscovites, for their 'ridiculous arro
gance' and 'perfidy' are not to be counted among civilized negotiators. In sum
marizing the characteristics required of ambassadors destined for particular 
countries, he makes the following observations: 

To Turkey, it is necessary to send steadfast and generous envoys (fortes et liberates), 
men who are also honest. There is no point in sending cowards or misers, since these 
might weaken under the browbeatings to which the Turks habitually subject them. And 
they must know how to dispense largesse. The position in Moscow is suited to wary men 
[cantos in Moscoviam), for there 'The Greek faith' is practised, and nothing can be 
obtained without lengthy disputes. For Rome, pious men must be appointed, men noted 
for their devotion to religion (pii et religionis observantia noti), but laymen in preference 
to clerics, since the latter tend to bow to the authority of the Holy Father. To Spain, indi
viduals of a calm temperament should be sent, men devoid of adventure, since in that 
country one has to lead an ascetic sort of life whether one wants to or not. In Italy, in con
trast, it is right that the state be represented by civilized and courteous men (humanes et 
officiosi) since questions of manners and etiquette cause continual problems there. 
France is a place for versatile men of speedy intellect (ingenuo celeri aut potius versatili), 
who can adapt themselves quickly and grasp the point of an argument. In England, 
handsome, high-born envoys are best suited (formosi et proceres), for the English 
have great respect for that sort of person, telling them apparently that it is a pity they are 
not Englishmen themselves. In Germany, diplomats need to keep to their promises 
(promessorum tenaces), the Germans being famed from time immemorial for their con
stancy and perseverance. Everywhere, diplomats must be temperate and abstinent (con-
tinentes et abstinentes . . .)9 

These remarks, made nearly four hundred years ago, are not entirely obsolete. 
All in all, Warszewicki's political attitudes are sensible and high-minded, but 

somewhat naive. They are markedly different both from the Jesuitical improve
ments on Machiavelli which were appearing elsewhere in Catholic Europe, and 
from the oriental mysticism which prevailed at points east. Judging from the fre
quent reprints, they were widely respected beyond the Republic, providing a 
refreshing change from the cynicism and fanaticism of the age. 

The extent to which individual Polish diplomats conformed to Warszewicki's 
standards is impossible to say; but one at least provides an object lesson in how 
an ambassador should never behave. Pawel Dzialynski, Castellan of Dobrzyn 
and a secretary to Zygmunt III, who left Poland on a mission to England in May 
1597, must surely have been familiar with Warszewicki's recently published 
handbook. But first at The Hague and then at Greenwich, he provoked a couple 
of incidents which reverberated to his discredit throughout the courts of 
Europe. At that juncture, England and Holland were both at war with Spain, 
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and were seizing all the Spanish ships which tried to trade with Danzig. 
Dzialynski's task was to persuade the Protestant powers to desist. But his 
methods were all too direct. At The Hague, he threatened to close Danzig com
pletely, and to 'starve' the Dutch into submission. His Dutch hosts listened in 
stony silence. At Greenwich, on 2.5 July 1597, he repeated his threats and treated 
Queen Elizabeth to a pompous oration whose contents were 'prolix, thin, and 
promiscuous'. Apparently, before leaving Poland, the city council of Danzig had 
urged him to take a strong line, and he used their advice as a pretext for exceed
ing his terms of reference. When the Queen realized what had happened, she 
turned on him with all the force of her famous temperament. As an English wit
ness observed, 'lion-like rising, she daunted the malapert orator . . . with the 
tartness of her princely checks': 

Expectavi legationem. In vero querelam mihi adduxisti. Per litteras accepi te esse 
Legatum, inveni vero Heraldum. Nunquam in vita mea audivi talem Orationem. Miror 
sane, miror tantam et tam insolitam in publico audaciam. Neque possum credere, si 
Rex tuus adesset, quod ipse talia verba protulisset, sin vero tale aliquid tibi fortasse in 
mandatis commisit, quod quidem valde dubito, eo tribuendum est, quod cum Rex sit 
Iuvenis, et non tain iure sanguinis quam iure electionis ac noviter electus, non tam per-
fecte intelligat rationem tractandi istiusmodi negotia cum aliis Principibus, quam vel 
majores illius nobiscum observarunt, vel fortasse observarunt alii, qui Locum eius 
posthac tenebunt. 

Quod ad te attinet tu mihi videris libros multos perlegisse, libros tamen Principum ne 
attigisse, sed prorsus ignorare quid inter Reges conveniat. Nam quod Juris Naturae et 
Gentium tantopere mentionem facis, hoc scito esse Juris Naturae Gentiumque, ut cum 
bellum inter reges intercedit, liceat alteri alterius bellica subsida, undicunque allata, 
intercipere, et ne in damnum suum convertantur precavere . . . 

Interea vero valeas, et quiescas.* 

In the margin of the official copy of this outburst, an obviously feminine hand 
has added the words: 'O quam decepta fui' (Oh, how I was deceived!). 
Dzialyriski's mission was an outright failure. But his troubles continued. On 
returning to Poland, he found Zygmunt HI preparing to cross the Baltic to 

"' 'I expected an Embassy. But in fact you have levelled an accusation at me. From your creden
tials, I took you to be an ambassador. But in truth all I have found is a page-boy. Never in my 
life have I heard such an oration. I am exceedingly amazed and astonished at such great 
uncommon effrontery in public. Nor can I believe that your King, had he been present him
self, would have spouted such words. If, however, he did commend something of the sort to 
you in his instructions, which I very much doubt, one can only attribute it to the fact that your 
King, as a young man and one newly chosen not by right of blood but only by right of elec
tion, does not properly understand the rules for negotiating such matters with other princes— 
rules which greater than he observe with us, and which others no doubt observe who hereafter 
will take his place. As for you, you seem to me to have perused a great many books irrelevant 
to the matter in hand and to be quite unaware of prevailing conventions between monarchs. 
For, although you repeatedly talk of the ius naturale et gentium, I know this much of the law 
of nature and of peoples that when war occurs between monarchs each side is entitled to inter
cept the war supplies of the other, wherever they come from, and to prevent them being used 
for hostile purposes. . . Meanwhile, I bid you be well, and be silent.'10 
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Sweden in a fleet of ships impressed from the English merchants of Elbing. He 
was all set to join the expedition, and, on coming aboard was greeted by a 
broadside salute. Unfortunately, 'the Gunner did it in such haste, as one of the 
peaces fyred two barrels of powder, and those blew upp those partes of the 
shippe where Dzialynskes plate and stuffe was, and scattred it in the sea . . . ' . As 
George Carew, the English Ambassador, noted, Dziatynski 'remaineth still dis
content with our nation'.11 

Dziatynski's error was not repeated, but something of his native blandness 
characterized a number of other memorable Polish embassies of the period. No 
doubt his compatriots interpreted the grand style as a suitable reflection of their 
country's honour and integrity. All too often it was interpreted abroad as empty 
show, or mere oriental opulence. Certainly, it was not particularly effective. In 
1633, when Jerzy Ossolinski entered Rome with an entourage of 300 gentlemen 
and a retinue of stunning sumptuosity, it is hard to see what good purpose the 
vast expense was intended to serve. Quite apart from Ossolinski's private and 
voluntary contribution, the Republic had been forced to borrow large sums 
from Jewish money-lenders in Lwow and to mortgage Crown estates in 
Lithuania in order to support the mission. Yet no known political advantage 
accrued. Ossoliriski, who enjoyed the confidence of Wladyslaw IV and rose to 
be Chancellor between 1643 and 1650, did not have general support within the 
Republic for his dream of an ultra-Catholic monarchy; and by parading his 
feathers and his princely title in Rome and in Regensburg, he did not improve 
his chances. Similar scenes were repeated in Paris in October 1645, when the 
Polish ambassadors, Krzysztof Opalinski, Palatine of Poznan, and Waclaw 
Leszczynski, Bishop of Warmia, arrived with a splendid retinue to collect 
Marie-Louise Gonzaga before her marriage to Wladyslaw IV.12 

Vanity however, was not the dominant note. In the second half of the century, 
Polish diplomacy was beset by indecision and resignation. Possibly in reaction 
against former assertiveness, the Republic's diplomats now tended to the other 
extreme. Despite the background of military prowess, Sobieski's ambassadors 
became unnecessarily concessive. This is certainly true of two crucial missions, 
of Jan Gninski to the Porte in 1677, and of Krzysztof Grzymultowski to 
Moscow in 1686. 

Gninski, Wojewoda of Chelmno, was a life-long committeeman. As a youth 
he had accompanied Opalinski to Paris. Thereafter, he served as envoy to prac
tically every Sejm of the next three decades. He was repeatedly appointed as 
Marshal of the Sejm, Marshal of the Crown Tribunal, and as Parliamentary 
Commissioner. He signed the treaties of Oliwa and Andrusovo, and travelled as 
ambassador to almost every country of Northern Europe. He was loyal to his 
original French connections, and, from an early date, to the Sobieski camp. In 
1677, he was chosen by the Sejm to seek a final peace with Turkey, after the five 
recent campaigns in Podolia for possession of Kamieniec Podolski. The mission 
was a costly failure. A large retinue of 450 men and 650 horses was essential to 
any entry to Istambul. But Gninski spent most of his eighteen months in Turkey 
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idle, waiting for an audience with the Grand Vizier, Kara Mustafa, and eventu
ally with the Sultan. He found that the Turks would not lower their demand for 
the cession of all Podolia and all the Ukraine. Except for confirmation of the 
truce of Zurawno of November 1676, he returned home at the end of 1678 vir
tually empty-handed. He had spent large sums redeeming prisoners of war, and 
pandering to the cupidity of the Grand Vizier. He had failed to press the 
Republic's interests or to stage any demonstration of serious purpose. But he 
was not held responsible, and in 1683 he was able to accompany Sobieski to 
Vienna, and, with his own regiment of hussars, to join in the charge which shat
tered the Turkish siege. To that extent, he had his revenge. He died in 1685.13 

Grzymultowski (1610-87), Wojewoda of Poznan, despite a different tem
perament, did not obtain a better result. He was related on the maternal side, 
and also by marriage, to the Leszczynski family, and educated in France by the 
Jesuits of Dole. He was known as a zealot of noble privileges, and was no politic 
servant of royal authority. In 1657, he was created Senator for rallying the levee-
en-masse of Wielkopolska after Opalinski's capitulation. Yet he was frequently 
involved in French and Prussian intrigues. In 1664-5, he refused to act against 
Lubomirski's Rebellion, and in 1670 was charged with treason by the Sejm for 
conducting a ciphered correspondence with Versailles. In 1676, he became mar
shal of the Queen's Household. In 1681 he was responsible for breaking the Sejm 
against Sobieski's wishes, and he opposed the Austrian alliance. His appoint
ment in 1683-6 as Chief Commissioner to the peace negotiations with Moscow 
was occasioned no doubt by his reputation as a man above fear or favour. Once 
in Moscow, however, his independence of mind proved too much for his par
liamentary colleagues. The Treaty of 3 May 1686, which ceded Kiev and all the 
Republic's Dnieper lands, was not acceptable in Warsaw. Grzymuhowski was 
judged to have exceeded his instructions, and was suspected of submitting to 
Muscovite bribes. His death in May 1687 removed him from a serious predica
ment. It is difficult to say what truth lay in the allegations against him. But the 
Sejm clearly had neglected Warszewicki's advice of 'cantos in Moscoviam'.14 

Of all the many foreign diplomats who served in the Republic, none was more 
extraordinary than Andreas Dudith, Bishop of Pecs, (1533-89) sometimes and 
most inappropriately referred to as the 'Hungarian Erasmus'. Born in Buda of 
an Italian mother, he had numerous clerical relations, and was educated at 
Breslau and in Italy. In Padua, where he was outstanding among an outstanding 
generation of students, he translated Dionysius of Halicarnassus. He attracted 
the attention of Cardinal Pole who took him on his mission to recover England 
for Catholicism. His experiences in England, however, and still more his con
tacts across the Channel with French Protestants, drove him into a radical posi
tion on the religious issues of the day. On return to Hungary in 1560, he 
occupied the post of secretary to the Primate, and quickly climbed the episcopal 
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ladder as Bishop successively of Tina (Dalmatia), of Csanad in the Banat, and 
of Pecs. In 1563 he was the star of the Hungarian delegation to the third session 
of the Council of Trent. His speeches on subjects such as the Trinity and on the 
elevation of the Host, published in Venice in book form, put him in the forefront 
of theological debate. His friendship with prominent Cardinals like Hosius and 
Moroni, soon earned him the rank of imperial councillor. 

Dudith's arrival in Cracow in 1565 as imperial ambassador was followed by a 
grand sensation. His task was to extricate the Queen, Catherine of Austria, from 
the disgrace of her separation from Sigismund-August, and, failing a reconcilia
tion, to arrange the succession in a way advantageous to the Habsburgs. The 
Jagiellonian dynasty was heirless; Arians and Calvinists were pontificating in the 
Sejm; and Union with predominantly Orthodox Lithuania was imminent. There 
was concern lest Poland should slip from the Catholic orbit altogether. Yet the 
King was intractable. His reply to Dudith's suggestion of renewing conjugal life 
with the Queen was 'Piu tosto la morte'; and he was quite unwilling to override 
the elective principle by monarchist intrigue. At this point, in 1567, Dudith sud
denly renounced his clerical vows, and married a girl, Regina Straszowna, whom 
he had wooed in the Queen's suite. It was notorious enough that the reverend 
ambassador of his Most Catholic and Imperial Majesty had habitually consorted 
with heretics and astronomers. But now as an apostate and a seducer, he was 
excommunicated from the Church, deprived of his benefices, and banished from 
the Empire. Yet he did not lose the Emperor's personal favour. Maximilian, who 
composed an Excusatio on Dudith's behalf, could not save him from the Vatican's 
wrath; but he did retain him as a confidential agent. Dudith was soon married for 
a second time, into the Protestant Zborowski family, and involved with them in 
the anti-Habsburg rebellion in Hungary. He stayed in Poland, received the indy-
genat, and set to work as the imperial party manager during the ensuing inter
regna. In 1574, it was Dudith who first learned of the death of Charles IX of 
France and whispered the news into Henry Valois's ear. It was Dudith who, fol
lowing the Election of 1576, advised the Emperor to make war against the suc
cessful candidate, Stefan Bathory; and for his pains, was banished once again, this 
time by his fellow Hungarian and student companion. He died in Breslau in 1589, 
having written a treatise on comets. His son, Andrzej Dudycz, the love-child of his 
apostasy, died in Moscow in 1606 as chancellor of the first False Dmitry.15 

Dudith's adventures in Poland were symptomatic of the Habsburgs' difficul
ties there over a much longer period. Despite many obvious advantages, the 
Habsburgs regularly failed to realize their considerable ambitions. As the lead
ers of the Catholic world, they were in full alignment on religious and ideologi
cal issues, especially when Polish Catholicism assumed an increasingly devout 
and political character in the course of the seventeenth century. As neighbours 
along a secure and undisputed frontier in Silesia and the Carpathians, they had 
no territorial anxieties. Facing the Turks in the east, and the Swedes and 
Prussians in the north and west, they shared a certain strategic interest with the 
Republic; and as chief stable for the supply of royal brides, they were constantly 
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in close liaison with the Polish monarchy. Habsburg brides set up house in 
Poland on no less than nine occasions between 1548 and 1795, supplying wifely 
comforts to seven of the eleven kings of the Republic. Yet no Habsburg candi
date ever contested a Polish election successfully. On only one occasion did 
Habsburg treaties succeed in raising Polish military support for the Empire. In 
this, as in so many ways, Sobieski's expedition to Vienna in 1683 was excep
tional, and from the Polish point of view, prejudicial. It seems that the 
Habsburgs were too obviously associated with the Court and the high clergy to 
win the confidence of the electors in general, or to build up a broad-based party 
among the nobility.16 

The Habsburgs' position in the Republic was bolstered by their Spanish rela
tives. The Spanish trade with Danzig was of the first importance, and a constant 
stream of ambassadors out of the Spanish Netherlands maintained close rela
tions. In 1596, Don Francisco de Mendoza arrived in Warsaw to combat the 
Anglo-Dutch blockade of Spanish ships at Danzig. (He was the source of 
Dzialynski's counter-mission to London in the following year.) In 1633, the 
Baron d'Auchy made one of several attempts to draw the Republic into the 
Thirty Years War on the imperial side. In 1670, Spanish contacts briefly 
increased in response to Michal Korybut Wisniowiecki's marriage to Eleonora 
of Austria, sister of the Queen of Spain; as it did eighty years later when Charles 
III of Spain was married to one of the daughters of Augustus III. In the 1760s, 
Charles Ill's ambassador, Don Pedro Pablo Abarca de Bolea, Count of Aranda, 
was the life and soul of a Varsovian generation which danced out in the Saxon 
Era in endless nights of opera, masquerade, and carnival.17 

In contrast to the steady mediocrity of relations with the Habsburgs, Polish 
relations with France were wildly erratic. France had few direct military or ter
ritorial interests in Poland. But close connections at various times with Sweden, 
Brandenburg, and Turkey inevitably plunged her into the political combina
tions of Eastern Europe. Her sporadic triumphs in Poland were separated by 
long periods of disenchantment. In 1573, the success of Henry Valois at the first 
Election of the united Republic augured an era of Franco-Polish collaboration; 
but his flight in 1574, and his dethronement by the Sejm, proved such a disgrace 
that relations were completely severed for nearly thirty years. In the seventeenth 
century, French hopes sprang eternal that their Habsburg rivals could be finally 
outflanked by a combination of Sweden, the Republic, and Turkey. But there 
was always one piece out of place, and the French never progressed beyond the 
middle game. In 1648 and 1674, French Queens reversed the Habsburg tenden
cies of preceding reigns. In the case of Sobieski's Queen, Marysienka, the con
nection proved negative when, in the cause of her son's succession, she showed 
increasing hostility to her French compatriots. Polish—Swedish rivalry proved 
the greatest stumbling block. In 1625-9, the mission to the Republic of M. de 
Charnace, Richelieu's envoy, was ruined by Gustavus Adolfus's invasion of 
Polish Pomerania. In 1635, the Comte d'Avaux was entirely preoccupied with 
the Peace of Stumsdorf, just as twenty years later Antoine de Lumbres spent his 
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energies regulating the effects of Charles X's invasion. In 1675, however, all 
looked set for a major breakthrough. Sobieski had weathered the first storm of 
the Turkish campaigns, and at Jaworow on 11 June signed a treaty with the 
French ambassador, the Marquis de Bethune, his own brother-in-law. But in 
1683, De Vitry's exposure caused a total rupture, and Sobieski marched to the 
aid of Vienna. In the 1690s, the genial abbe, Melchior de Polignac, one of 
Sobieski's favourite house guests during his later years, did much to restore 
French fortunes. In the 1697 election, the French candidate, Conti, succeeded in 
being elected, only to find himself chased from the country by Russian and 
Saxon forces. In the eighteenth century, similar misfortunes were repeated in 
connection with Stanislaw Leszczynski. French gold was persuasive, and 
Leszczynski's supporters numerous; but they could not compete on an equal 
footing with Russian armies.18 

In terms of concrete achievement, the embassy of Antoine de Lumbres, 
Seigneur d'Herbinghem, was one of the very few occasions when French 
influence might be said to have been really decisive. In July 1656 he had been 
instructed by Louis XIV to proceed from Konigsberg to Warsaw, and to medi
ate between the Swedes and the Republic in the war which was ruining French 
designs in Northern Europe. At first, the Polish Senators were suspicious of a 
Frenchman coming from Prussia, and of his meeting with Queen Marie-Louise. 
His credentials were only accepted when he had signally refused to accompany 
Charles X on his occupation of the Polish capital. He was finally received by Jan 
Kazimierz in Danzig, but could not yet persuade him to submit to mediation. As 
the King explained, 'Ils ne doutaient point de la grandeur de la France, mais, 
comme elle etait fort eloignee . . .'. After 1656, his chances improved in propor
tion to the Swedes' discomfiture. The remarkable military resurgence of the 
Republic, the Polish treaty with Denmark, and the unreliability of the Prussians, 
all combined to cool Swedish enthusiasm. In 1659, de Lumbres met with Eric 
Oxenstierna, in the presence of Colbert Jr., and a peace conference was agreed. 
On 4 January 1660, the delegates assembled at the Abbey of Oliwa in 
Pomerania, and began five months of nervous bargaining. The Poles resided in 
Danzig, six miles to the east, the Swedes at Sopot, three miles to the west; and 
de Lumbres scuttled between the two in the style of an erstwhile Henry 
Kissinger. At the very last moment on 30 April, when Jan Kazimierz shied away 
from the loss of his lawful claim to the Swedish throne and suddenly departed, 
de Lumbres had to ride after him at high speed, and haul him back for signature. 
At midnight on 2 May the great organ of the Abbey proclaimed the Peace, and 
Abbot Kesowski intoned the Te Deum. After Oliwa, de Lumbres stayed on in 
Poland for five more years, scheming with the childless royal couple to arrange 
a French-sponsored succession. In July 1663 he signed with Jan Kazimierz the 
abortive and, in the eyes of the Republic, the unconstitutional project whereby 
the Duke d'Enghien, son of Conde, was to be raised to the throne. In 1665, 
embarrassed by the Lubomirski Rebellion and criticized in the Sejm, but laden 
with honours, he left for home and well-deserved retirement. Throughout the 
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nine years of his mission, he had maintained a weekly correspondence with 
Louis XIV and de Lionne. His 'Relations' are a model of punctilious observa
tion and human insight.19 

In a situation where Polish politics were dominated by Franco-Austrian 
rivalry, the Vatican represented one of the few authorities capable of holding the 
ring. Rightly or wrongly, the Republic was counted as one of the major gains of 
the Counter-Reformation, and at the end of the sixteenth century figured promi
nently in the Vatican's plans for consolidating its position in Eastern Europe. 
But in the course of the seventeenth century, local politics constantly impinged, 
and a long line of Papal Nuncios battled on against problems increasingly 
beyond their control. During the Wars of the 1650s, Monsignor Vedoni did 
much to inspire Polish resistance with Catholic fervour, and in 1657, the mirac
ulous preservation of the monastery of Czestochowa from Swedish cannon-balls 
under the patronage of its Black Madonna raised the Marian cult into a national 
religion. When Vedoni first intoned 'Regina Poloniae Ora Pro Nobis' in the 
cathedral of Lwow, he was starting a Catholic tradition which still regards the 
'Queen of Heaven' as 'Queen of Poland'. But in the 1660s, Monsignor Pignatelli, 
the future Innocent XII, watched helplessly as Lubomirski's Rebellion led to 
Civil War and then to the fragmentation of the Roman Party. Pignatelli's suc
cessor, Galeazzo Marescotti, arrived in Warsaw in mid-1668 at the time when 
Jan Kazimierz was sinking towards abdication. After his welcome by the Bishop 
of Kiev and his formal entry into the capital, he attended regular audiences with 
the King on Sunday afternoons. But he could do nothing to shake the King's 
determination to resign the burdens of office. During the ensuing election, in 
July 1669, he remained in Warsaw in defiance of the law, and canvassed the can
didature of the Prince of Lorraine, the Emperor's choice. But on the day, at 
the Wola Field, he confined his address to the electors to remarks about the 
Republic's need for a God-fearing and Catholic King. Marescotti attended the 
ceremony of the Pacta Conventa in the Cathedral of St. John, and travelled to 
Cracow for King Michal's Coronation in September. On 16 February 1670 at 
Czestochowa, he married the King to the Archduchess Eleonora of Austria. At 
which point he was promoted to the nunciatura in Madrid. 

In Sobieski's early years, papal designs were complicated by the French con
nection, but in 1679-88, Monsignor Pallavicini succeeded for a time in over
coming past difficulties and in co-ordinating the Republic into the operations of 
the Holy League. At the election of 1697, papal plans misfired once again, and 
the Republic slipped for ever beyond the close orbit of the Catholic-Imperial 
Camp. In general, the expectations of the nuncios in Warsaw were high, their 
influence slight, and their task thankless.20 

The limitations of diplomacy are underlined still more by the experiences of 
the Englishman Lawrence Hyde, who journeyed to Poland in 1676. In pursuit of 
the rapprochement with France, and of his plans to recover Prussia, Sobieski 
sought to exploit Louis XIV's recent patronage of Charles II and to deflect 
England from its traditional Protestant, Prussophile alignment. On 29 October 
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1675, he wrote to Charles II inviting him to act as godfather at his daughter's 
christening. Lawrence Hyde was chosen as ambassador and proxy for the King. 
As son of the late Earl of Clarendon, architect and historian of the Restoration, 
he was well suited to dabble in French-sponsored intrigues. He was just 35 years 
old, Member of Parliament for Oxford University, and Master of the Robes. He 
left Portsmouth on The Tyger on 11 July 1676, arriving at Danzig on 8 August. 
Having presented his credentials to the syndics of the city - 'Our trusty and well-
beloved Lawrence Hide, Esqr, Our Master of Our Roabes, being to passe into 
Poland as our A m b r , . . .' - and settling a dispute over the rights of inheritance 
of English and Scottish citizens resident in Danzig, he met up with the Marquis 
de Bethune, Ambassador of France. This latter, brother of Queen Marysienka, 
was the prime mover of Hyde's mission. They decided to journey together in 
search of Sobieski who was campaigning against the Turks and Tartars in the 
far south-east. As Hyde reported to the Secretary of State, Sir Joseph 
Williamson, 'it is a pretty step'; and 'I have no minde to ramble up and down 
very much in Russia.' Moreover, the Tartars were raiding deep into central 
Poland, and to run the gauntlet, the two ambassadors had to travel under escort 
in very undiplomatic conditions: 'M. de Bethune and I came hither in one coach 
and lay together in one barne. I hope that you will not be apprehensive that I 
could lose any dignity . . . I am confident it will never be prejudiciall to the prece
dency of an English Ambassador.'21 At Lwow, Hyde learned that Sobieski was 
under siege in his camp at Zurawno on the Dniester, and incommunicado. 
Motivated no doubt by the lateness of the season and his desire to see Sobieski 
after so much effort, he made a mistake which was literally fatal. He tried to 
mediate. He composed three letters, one to the King of Poland, one to the 
Turkish Commander, and one to the 'Prince of the Tartars ' : 

Your Highness is not ignorant what a strict and antient friendship hath been between the 
Most Serene and Most August Ottoman Port and His Sacred Majesty the King of great 
Britaine, France and Ireland, my most gracious master; by whom being sent great 
Ambassador to the Most Serene King of Poland and Lithuania, where I understand there 
was a treaty of Peace begun . . . and thought it part of my care and duty . . . to prevent as 
much as in me lyes . . . the further effusion of blood, I judged it best to give your Highness 
notice of my arrivall here, and at the same time signify that if the intercession and medi
ation of the aforesaid Most Serene King of great Britaine, France and Ireland . . . may 
promote so becoming, so noble, so great an act of love and respect, I wil endeavour to 
my utmost that such a mediation be interposed by his sacred Royal Majesty. And for as 
much as by a singular good fortune I have upon my coming hither lighted upon the most 
mighty King of France and Navarre's . . . wee have both of us thought fit jointly to offer 
our endeavours and entreaties by the same messenger, a servant of the Most Serene King, 
my master . . . In the meanwhile, I hope your Highness wil take this in good part: in 
confidence whereof I wil commend myself to the favour of your Highness. Leopol, 15 Oct 
New Style 1676.22 

The sorry end of the proposed mediation was related in his next report five days 
later: 
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I have occasion before my departure from hence to make you this sad relation of the 
trumpetter I had sent with the Letters to those Princes I mentioned in my last to you, who 
was mett ye very day he left this place, about 3 leagues offe, by 40 or 50 Tartars, and 
miserably cutt in pieces, he, his interpreter and his guide, and onely the guides boy who 
was also left for dead upon the place too gott away in the night and brought me the sad 
news, which hath infinitely afflicted me, as it ought to do, having all the reflections which 
were obvious having exposed a fellow servant and fellow subject to so untimely an end 
without more authority than I had for i t . . . The man's name was Christmasse, a mightly 
honest fellow that went as willingly on this errand as he made the rest of the journey; I 
know he hath left a wife and children, which to me is another sensible addition of greife, 
for whom I take myself in conscience bound, to doe what God shall enable me, but in the 
meantime if you can prevaile with the D. of Monmouth . . . that. . . till my returne . . . 
pay may be continued, I hope it is not an unreasonable proposition . . .23 

So much for the view that the truce of Zurawno between Poland and Turkey 
was arranged by the ambassadors of France and England. Shortly afterwards, 
Hyde toured the King's camp and battlefields, marvelling at the 'great wonders' 
which had preserved the Polish army against overwhelming odds. On Sunday 2 
November, he was received by the royal couple at Zolkiew, the modest house 
near Lwow where Sobieski was born. He had nothing much to say, since the one 
remaining royal daughter had been christened long since. He made the usual 
English representations on behalf of the Protestant subjects of a Catholic 
monarch, and was pleased by Sobieski's promise to press the Tartar Khan for 
satisfaction about Christmas's murderers. On Sobieski's request, he penned a 
letter of introduction to the English ambassador at Constantinople for Gninski, 
who was preparing to leave for Istambul. Then he left. He travelled home via 
Cracow and Vienna, and was in time to attend the Congress of Nymuegen. His 
subsequent career as Earl of Rochester, and one of the mandarins of the High 
Tory Party, spanned four reigns. When he died in 1711, the Polish—Lithuanian 
Republic was already in dire trouble, Sobieski's glories had long since faded, 
and the idea that England might entertain a rapprochement in that direction was 
completely forgotten. England, in fact, was too distant from the Republic, both 
in terms of geography and of emotional commitment. Anglo-Polish diplomacy 
never rose above the level of sporadic courtesies.24 

A later British ambassador, Sir Edward Finch, MP for Cambridge University, 
sent in 1725-6 to intervene on behalf of the Protestants of Thorn, met troubles 
of a different kind. His presence in Warsaw was not very welcome, and he was 
aware that his contacts with the dissidents and with his Prussian colleague were 
viewed with great suspicion. Knowing furthermore that the interception of his 
correspondence could have fatal consequences for his proteges, he disguised the 
more delicate passages of his letters in code. On 21 August 1725 (Old Style), he 
told London how an agent of the city of Thorn had been threatened by one of 
the Polish Ministers: 

. . . The same Minister added that he 
167 416 339 790 997 488 884 & 25 652289 
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232 439 548 955 612 17 1047, for if 548 569 
23 562 195 351 241 & 548 807 294 870 172 32 18 
184 52 724 59 should follow 548 704 985 814 548 219 
After this compliment, Your Lordship may be sure 
241 4979 25 40 26407508 814862 
552 813 hearing that 548 865 911 98 997 488 
295 699 782 323 724 and at the Prussian Minister's . . . 
But I managed 54 707 138 7 330 118 195& 
782 179 419 8 349 488 8 488 844 
I sent Your Lordship an abstract last Post, but 
984 25 548 6 298 15 525 375 for fear they should 
914 47 782 326. . .25 

As translated by the cipher clerk in London, the passage read as follows: 

. . . The same minister added that he should be on his guard/and not tamper with the 
Protestant Ministers here./for if/they caught him at that/he and the present President of 
Thorn/should follow/the example of the last ./After this compliment, Your Lordship may 
be sure/he has not been very fond of coming right now,/hearing that/they have a constant 
Guard at my door/and at the Prussian Minister's . . . But I managed/an interview between 
him and my secretary in a third place . . ./'I sent Your Lordship an abstract last Post, 
but/dared not send the piece itself/for fear they should/open my letter . . .'26 

Even in Hyde's time, the only foreign powers which had permanent influence 
in the Republic were her immediate neighbours - Muscovy and Prussia. The 
rapid decline of Sweden and Austria, as well as that of the Republic, provided a 
happy hunting-ground for Muscovite and Prussian ambitions. The reluctance of 
diplomats to adjust to changed conditions could not alter the profound shift in 
the balance of power which was then taking place. 

From the formal point of view, for example, the embassy in 1686 of Boris 
Petrovich Sheremetiev was undoubtedly a failure. He was sent to the Republic by 
Peter I to receive ratification of the 'eternal peace' recently agreed by 
Grzymultowski in Moscow. Young and confident, aged 35, and destined to a bril
liant career as manager of Peter's reforms, he arrived in Lwow surrounded by 
sixty boyars and a thousand-strong retinue. Yet the Poles refused to be impressed. 
Sheremetiev was politely, but pointedly snubbed. Although Sobieski had already 
ceded the Muscovite claim to the title of 'Tsar' , at least in conversational 
exchanges, Sheremetiev was not permitted to dine at the King's table. It was a 
clear sign that Muscovy whatever her military prowess, was still not counted 
among the civilized nations. What was worse, the Sejm declined to ratify the 
Treaty. It was hard for the Poles to believe that the loss of the Dnieper lands was 
other than temporary or that the Muscovites' imperial pretensions were serious. 
From the Russian point of view, it looked very much like an act of bad faith - an 
early instance of the folie de grandeur which has entered so firmly into the Russian 
stereotype of the Polish character. In 1710, when the Grzymultowski Treaty was 
finally ratified by the Sejm, the Russians had learned to obtain recognition of their 
demands not by polite request but by brutal commands.27 
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Prussian diplomacy experienced similar difficulties. When Jan von 
Hoverbeck first came to Warsaw in 1632, in the Prussian delegation to the 
enthronement of Wladyslaw IV, he saw how their request to be presented to the 
Senate was refused on the grounds that they were envoys of a vassal. Yet when 
he died in Warsaw fifty years later, in 1682, not only was he ambassador of a 
sovereign state, he was one of the most influential men in Poland. This Flemish 
refugee, whose parents came to the Republic from the Spanish Netherlands for 
reasons of religion, served the Hohenzollerns for half a century, speaking Polish 
and establishing unrivalled connections in political circles. He survived numer
ous turns of fortune. In 1641, he assisted at the last Prussian investiture. In 1648 
he placed the Grand Elector's vote in favour of Jan Kazimierz; in 1669, in favour 
of the Duke of Neuburg. In 1649, he was proxy to the Great-Elector's oath of 
allegiance to Jan Kazimierz, in 1670 to the act of homage for Bytau and 
Lauenberg. During the Swedish War, he opposed the Great-Elector's submis
sion to Charles X, and was denounced in Berlin as a polnischer Hund. In 1657 
he was instrumental in the Prussian reconciliation with the Republic in the 
Treaty of Wehlau. In 1660, his contribution to the Peace of Oliwa was honoured 
by the title of Baron of the Empire. He was not personally involved in the 
Kalkstein affair of 1670, although the task of repairing relations with Sobieski 
inevitably fell to him. During the same period, he fought to save Prussia from 
Polish reprisals, promising to cede Riga to the Republic in exchange for Polish 
neutrality. After Fehrbellin, the danger was much relieved. In 1681, Hoverbeck's 
brokerage in the marriage of Charlotte Radziwill and Ludwig von 
Hohenzollern — which was arranged in spite of the bride's betrothal to Jakub 
Sobieski, the King's son and heir - expressed the nonchalant attitude which the 
Prussians could now afford to take towards Polish sensitivities. Like 
Sheremetiev, Hoverbeck still occupied a modest position in the formal world of 
diplomacy and protocol. But in the real world of power and influence, the loom
ing status of the Prussians could no longer be ignored. Hoverbeck's son, Johann 
Dietrich, Prussian resident in Warsaw from 1690 to 1697, may still have been 
objecting to the lowly place awarded to him in the processions of ambassadors. 
But by then, the Prussians were building a new state without regard to the 
Republic on whose distress their own fortunes were in part founded.28 

The balance of power in Eastern Europe shifted unobtrusively but irrevoca
bly in the last quarter of the seventeenth century. John Sobieski came to the 
throne in 1674 with every hope and intention of reversing the recent Prussian 
and Muscovite advances. The Treaty of Wehlau (1657), which released the 
Hohenzollerns from their Polish fealty, was seen as a concession of doubtful 
validity exacted under duress. The Truce of Andrusovo, which left Smolensk, 
Kiev, and the left-bank Ukraine in Muscovite hands, was supposedly a tempo
rary measure. Such, indeed, was Sobieski's complacency on these two issues that 
he felt quite free to pursue his Turkish campaigns to the end. In that era, the 
Ottomans posed a more direct and appreciable threat than did Muscovy, just as 
the invincible Swedes seemed infinitely more dangerous than the Prussians. 
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Sobieski can hardly be blamed for lacking prescience of the future. Even so, as a 
direct result of Poland's preoccupations in the Danube Basin, the Hohenzollerns 
were both given licence to consolidate their gains, and to steal a decisive march 
on their rivals. By the time that Sobieski died, Frederick III was posed to found 
a kingdom, and Peter III an empire. The idea that Poland-Lithuania might 
somehow challenge these developments was already judged unrealistic. The 
Ottomans had been humbled, and Sweden under Charles XII stood on the brink 
of disaster. The way lay open for the full emergence of the two powers, Prussia 
and Russia, whose growth and competition were to dominate Eastern Europe 
for the next 250 years. The Republic's place in the international order slipped 
away almost by default. 

In the eighteenth century, the international standing of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Republic slumped alarmingly. In the wars of the Holy League (1683-99), John 
Sobieski had played a prominent if not a decisive role. But the price was high. 
To fight the war, the Republic had to turn its back on the French connection, to 
resign its plans for recovering Prussia, and to abandon the Ukraine to Muscovy. 
In 1686, the 'Grzymultowski Peace' confirmed Moscow's possession of Kiev, the 
left-bank Dnieper lands, Czernihow, Sieviersk, Smolensk, and Krasny 
Gorodok, providing the new territorial base which transformed old Muscovy 
into Peter I's new Russia. Sobieski's campaigns specially benefited the three 
neighbouring powers which eighty years later were destined to partition the 
Republic between them. In 1697, Sobieski's successor, Augustus II of Saxony 
(1697-1733), was elected by Russian connivance in a disputed election which 
divided the country into rival camps for the rest of his long reign, paralysing any 
resistance which might have been offered to the depredations of foreign armies 
during the Great Northern War. After Poltava in 1709, when Russian 
supremacy was assured, the Russians in particular were able to behave with 
impunity, terrorizing the constitutional institutions of the Republic, and 
encouraging the disruptive elements. As the French consul in Danzig observed 
in 1717, 'the Muscovites claim to be in command wherever they happen to be, 
pretending that everything they find belongs to them, and that they can behave 
as they like.'29 In the succeeding reign of Augustus III (1733-63), almost as pro
tracted as his father's, the slough of Polish despond deepened. Wars, depreda
tions, magnatial factions, a rival election, a Pretender, the collapse of the central 
legislation and treasury - all combined to obstruct reform. 

Under such conditions, the Polish diplomatic service inevitably declined. 
Augustus II, as King of Poland, sent only 38 missions abroad in 36 years. Under 
Augustus III, only one of thirteen missions was directed to the West. The King 
entrusted foreign affairs increasingly to his Saxon ministers, ignoring the dwin
dling protests of the Republic's officers. Foreign ambassadors resided in 
Dresden, visiting Warsaw ever less frequently. The only diplomatic activity 
which enjoyed any sense of continuity was that of the Hermans, who during the 
Great Northern War had often been left to their own devices and who kept con
trol thereafter of relations with the Turks and Tartars. In the absence of central 
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policy, each interest within the country developed its own diplomacy. The 
Protestant churches, for example, had their own contacts with the Protestant 
powers. The Jews of the Republic sent their own representatives abroad. Above 
all, the great magnates established private policies. In 1758, when Stanislaw-
August Poniatowski reported in St. Petersburg as Ambassador of 
Poland-Lithuania, it was no secret that he was appointed to pursue the designs 
of his Czartoryski relations in conjunction with their Russian patrons. By the 
time Augustus III died in 1763, there was little scope left for foreign intrigues. 
The pantomimes of previous elections were not repeated. The French ambas
sador, the Marquis de Paulmy, embarrassed by disasters during the Seven Years 
War, could not emulate the Marquis de Monti who in pursuit of 'le secret du 
Roi' had turned the electoral contest of 1733 into an auction.30 In 1764, Russian 
bayonets lined the electoral field; the opposition candidates withdrew; and all 
unseemly disturbances were avoided. 

Stanislaw-August had returned to Poland from his Russian embassy as the 
Empress's king-designate. His subsequent reign (1764-95) witnessed a long, but 
in the end, vain struggle to escape from Russian tutelage. In 1766, the Sejm 
approved a budget for diplomatic expenses, which in 1768 rose to a grant of 1 mil
lion zl. Polish ambassadors reappeared in the capitals of Europe. During the wars 
of the Confederation of Bar, they sought assistance for both sides in the conflict. 
In London, Tadeusz Burzynski, Marshal of the Lithuanian Tribunal, acting on 
behalf of the King, tried to persuade the British Government to mediate. In Paris, 
Michal Wielhorski courted French support for the Confederates, establishing 
contacts in French intellectual circles with figures like Mably and Rousseau, who 
were to furnish the main flow of information and opinion about Poland during 
the Enlightenment. In effect, divided counsels obstructed any concerted resistance 
to Russian intervention or to the First Partition of 1772. In 1775, however, the 
germ of a Foreign Ministry was planted as the 'Departament Interesow 
Cudzoziemskich' (Department of Foreign Affairs), attached to the Permanent 
Council. Like all institutions created during this period, it had to contend with the 
taint of Russian ingerence, but it represented a definite step in the direction of an 
independent stance in foreign affairs. In 1789, after the death of Frederick the 
Great, it achieved the alliance with Prussia, which, complementing the internal 
constitutional reforms of 3 May 1791, was intended to act as an instrument of lib
eration. In the event, the Prussians' loyalty to this alliance proved weaker than 
their fear of Russian retribution. In 1793 and in 1795, the Second and Third 
Partitions proceeded without significant diplomatic opposition. 

Throughout the century, in fact, Russian ambassadors in Warsaw made no 
secret of their view that diplomacy was an adjunct to force. Almost invariably, 
they kept a Russian army in the Republic, at the Republic's expense, and regu
larly used it to suppress opposition. As Prince Gregory Dolgoruky, Peter I's 
long-term resident in Warsaw, told the Lithuanian Hetman who had protested 
at the abduction of Polish citizens, 'If my sovereign orders me to abduct you, I 
shall do that too. ' Prince Repnin, Catherine's first ambassador in 1763-9, 
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behaved with similar licence. Demanding to reside in a palace protected by a 
regiment of the guard - whilst his opposite number in St. Petersburg received 
expenses for one room - he dictated the politics of the decade with cynical bru
tality. His deportation of the Bishop of Cracow, together with other offending 
dignitaries, was but the most celebrated of numerous arbitrary acts.31 Baron 
Staekelburg, who ruled in Warsaw from 1773-90, was only marginally more 
sympathetic, having succeeded his one colleague, Caspar de Saldern, who had 
dared to criticize the Empress's policy. On receiving Saldern's demand for recall 
in protest against the First Partition, Catherine remarked that he had 'gone 
mad'. In January 1794, Baron Sievers, who had the difficult task of controlling 
Warsaw after the War of the Second Partition, was brusquely dismissed for per
mitting Polish officers to wear their decorations in public. Incidents such as 
these, notable for their pettiness and violence, crowd the annals of Russian con
duct in the Republic throughout the century, amply supporting the view that the 
conditions on which Russia intended to tolerate the Republic's independence 
were a charade from the start. 

Over the two centuries of the Republic's existence, the passive character of its 
foreign policy had become increasingly evident. Unlike its neighbours, it made 
no territorial aspirations, served no dynasty, and professed no religious or polit
ical ideology. Whilst Russia ruthlessly pursued the 'gathering of the lands'; 
whilst Prussia toiled for the greater glory of the Hohenzollerns, or Austria 
shouldered the burdens of Christendom, the Republic boasted nothing beyond 
the welfare of its citizens. In the world of militant and militarist modern states, 
it was an anachronism. The Republic happened to be formed in 1569 with a vast 
territory which already exceeded its needs and with a defensive constitution 
designed to preserve the existing order. No Polish king could hope to entertain 
foreign ambitions, but 100,000 noblemen would ask the reason why. Thus, self-
preservation was the main consideration from the start. At the end of the eigh
teenth century, even this had become something of a forlorn hope. 

The 'Serene Republic' of Poland-Lithuania was finally extinguished in 1795 
within a couple of years of the extinction by Napoleon of its Venetian name
sake. What is more, since Poland and Venice also held other things in common, 
including the tradition of democratic government and the fear of modern milit
arist empires, it is fitting that an obituary written for the one, should be read in 
memory of the other: 

And what if she had seen those glories fade, 
Those titles vanish, and that strength decay: 

Yet shall some tribute of regret be paid 
When her long life hath reached its final day. 

Men are we, and must grieve when even the shade 
Of that which once was great is pass'd away.32 
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VALOIS: 

The French Experiment (1572-1575) 

Seven weeks after the death of Sigismund-August, there occurred in France one 
of the most sanguinary outrages of the sixteenth century. On 24 August 1572., 
the Eve of St. Bartholomew, twenty thousand Huguenots were slaughtered in 
cold blood by their Catholic royalist enemies. At the time, the two events in 
Poland and in France had no apparent connection. Yet within a year, one of the 
perpetrators of the massacre was elected to the Polish throne in succession to the 
last of the Jagiellons. Henry de Valois, Duke of Anjou, the third son of Henri II 
and Catherine de Medici, brother and heir of Charles IX, one time brother-in-
law to Mary, Queen of Scots, Lieutenant-General of France, was just twenty-
two years old.1 

Henry left France for Poland on 3 December 1573. Accompanied by 1,200 
gentlemen, he crossed the frontier of the Empire from Metz, and proceeded 
through Saarburg, Mainz, and Frankfurt-am-Main. He spent Christmas at the 
Abbey of Fulda, and the New Year at Torgau in Saxony. He crossed the Oder 
at Frankfurt on 17 January, and the Polish frontier at Miedzyrzecz (Medzeritz) 
near Poznan ten days later. On the long wintry stages of his journey, he was 
entertained by the verses of the court poet, Philippe Desportes, and by readings 
from Aristotle's Politics recited by his secretary, Guy du Faur de Pibrac. He 
stood before the gates of Cracow on 18 February 1574, after three-and-a-half 
months on the road. 

In Paris, Henry's departure was the cause of considerable rejoicing. The 
Huguenots were no doubt relieved to see the back of the victor of Jarnac. The 
royalists and Catholics were pleased to see their influence extending to distant 
parts. On 13 September 1573, the eleven ambassadors of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Republic, headed by Adam Konarski, Bishop of Kujawy, had been received in 
the Palais de Justice by the King and Queen, in the presence of Catherine de 
Medici and the royal pair of Navarre. The Electoral Decree, signed by one hun
dred and seven senators and hung with one hundred and twenty-one seals, was 
read aloud, and laid on the altar of the Sainte-Chapelle, as Henry solemnly 
undertook to preserve the constitution of the Republic. The guests were ban
queted at the Louvre. Henry's personal triumph was shared by the whole of 
France. It seemed that the national enemy, the House of Habsburg, had at last 
been outflanked. France, in conjunction with Poland, could straddle the 
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Empire's ambitions. As Charles IX said to his brother before he left, 'Nous 
tenons les deux bouts de la courroie.' (We now hold both ends of the bridle.) 

In Cracow, Henry's arrival was awaited with impatience and high expecta
tions. In the eighteen months of the interregnum much had been achieved. 
Under the guidance of Jan Zamoyski, the convocational Sejm had successfully 
concluded the constitutional debate which had dragged on ever since the Union 
of Lublin was signed. The details of electoral procedure and of the Pacta 
Conventa had been agreed without demur. On 28 January 1573, in the 
Confederation of Warsaw, the entire Sejm had resolved to maintain freedom of 
conscience and religious toleration as a cardinal principle of public life. The 
election itself had passed off in May with exemplary speed and harmony. Held 
for the first time at the Wola Field near Warsaw with the active participation of 
40,000 noble electors, it caused no major disturbance. The eloquent promises of 
the French ambassador, Jean de Monluc, Bishop of Valence, gave the Valois an 
early lead from the start. The supporters of the rival candidates — of Archduke 
Ernest of Austria and John III, Vasa King of Sweden - were persuaded to relent. 
As a sign of reconciliation, Henry Valois was proclaimed King on 12 May 1573 
by the leading opponent of his candidature, the Protestant Marshal of the 
Crown and Palatine of Cracow, Jan Firlej. 

Yet the air of harmony was deceptive. Trouble began at the Coronation on 21 
February. The king had already taken communion and sworn the oath, when 
Firlej advanced to the altar with his hat firmly on his head. He was not content 
with the traditional wording of the oath and insisted that Henry swear 
specifically to the terms of the Confederation of Warsaw. He said, 'Jurabis aut 
non regnabis' (You shall swear or you shall not reign). He was not going to leave 
room for a Polish St. Bartelemy. Henry replied cautiously, 'Conservare curabo' 
(I shall take care to uphold it). The Bishop of Kujawy exclaimed 'Salvis iuribus 
nostris' (Our laws are saved); and Henry rejoined, 'Salvis iuribus vestris' (Your 
laws are saved). It was a tense moment. 

Two days later, murder was committed. The Zborowski clan were among the 
foremost supporters of the French party. Of the five brothers, Andrzej, and Jan, 
Castellan of Gniezno, were Catholics; Piotr, Krzysztof, and Samuel were 
Calvinists. Between them, they carried great weight. They were flushed with 
success and not to be crossed. At the tourney held in honour of Henry's coro
nation, the youngest brother, Samuel Zborowski had ridden into the arena and 
thrown down a gauntlet which no one of substance accepted. Challenged by a 
common soldier in the service of the Teczynski family, he took it as a mortal 
insult and raised an affray. In front of the Castle Gate at Wawel, and in full view 
of the King, he tried to assault Teczynski in person, and struck with his mace at 
a courtier who had tried to keep them apart. The man, Wapowski, died. The 
penalty for murder committed during a session of the Sejm was death. 
Wapowski's widow brought the corpse and laid it out beneath the King's win
dow. Her relations were baying for revenge. The Zborowskis were pleading for 
lenience. Henry resolved on compromise. His first judgement in Polish justice 
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condemned Samuel Zborowski to perpetual banishment. It displeased everyone. 
It was too harsh for the Zborowskis, and too indulgent for the nobility as a 
whole. It started a series of feuds and vendettas which persisted for a generation. 

The Sejm could not be ruled. At their first meeting with the monarch, the sen
ators had presented him with rich gifts of camels and Tartar slaves. But before 
long, they were quarrelling. At one of their sessions, a participant shouted to the 
Primate above the hubbub that the 'house was on fire'. Having gained the 
desired effect, he then explained that he was referring not to the senatorial 
chamber but to the entire Republic 'which has been too long without a king and 
without law'. Henry threatened to go on hunger strike unless agreement was 
reached. The opposition were still pressing for more explicit guarantees of the 
Confederation of Warsaw. 

Foreign policy offered no easy success. The French had been hoping to mount 
a grand anti-Habsburg coalition, of which the Poles and the Turks would form 
the eastern pillars. Before leaving France, Henry had attended the conference at 
Bramont in Lorraine where proposals to this end were seriously discussed. In 
effect, the incessant embroilments of the Republic on its eastern borders, with 
the Muscovites in Livonia, with the Tartars, and at that juncture with the Turks 
over the disputed suzerainty of Moldavia, made any early coordination impos
sible. 

There was also the problem of Anna Jagiellonka. Among the many promises 
made in Paris, or at the Election, there was an undertaking that Henry would 
marry the late king's sister, the last of the Jagiellons. At their first personal 
encounter, on the day of his entry into Cracow, Henry had behaved graciously. 
The middle-aged spinster dressed in plain grey twill missed a heartbeat at the 
prospect of a lusty French husband, twenty-six years her junior. She set her 
ladies to embroidering the fleur-de-lys on all her dresses. In reality, Henry had 
no honourable intentions. With no serious hope of procreation, the marriage 
was entirely unsuitable for the Valois heir; and Henry's passionate thoughts 
flew elsewhere. 

Henry's anxiety increased on many scores. According to Zamoyski, he was 
disappointed by the poverty of the Polish countryside: by the wooden houses 
and grey fields which looked their worst in the damp spring. He disliked the 
Italian furnishings of the Royal Castle, and ordered a complete refit. He was 
bored by the constant debates in Polish and Latin which he could not follow, 
and was affronted by the argumentative demeanour of the senators and envoys. 
He was offended by the extravagant drinking habits of the Polish court, and, if 
Desportes is to be believed, depressed by his enforced separation from the beau
tiful Marie de Cleves: 

De pleurs en pleurs, de complaints en complaints, 
je passe, helas, mes languissantes nuits 
Sans m'alleger d'un seul de ces ennuis 
Dont loing de vous ma vie est si contrainte. 
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Belle princesse, ardeur de mon courage, 
Mon cher desir, ma peine et mon tourment 
Que mon destin, las! trop soudainement 
Par votre absence a change de visage . . .* 

He took to taking pills and potions, to diplomatic absences from court, and to 
long week-ends at the royal hunting-lodge at Niepolomice. Above all, he was 
worried by the alarming news of his brother's illness. 

In all the negotiations surrounding Henry's Election, the possibility of him 
succeeding to the throne of France had not been seriously considered. At the 
time, his brother, Charles IX, was only twenty-four years of age, a man of great 
physical energy, and a young husband with every prospect of fathering a son 
and heir. Yet within a month of Henry's coronation in Poland, it was known 
that Charles was gravely ill. At the end of March, two prominent figures from 
the French retinue in Cracow, the Marshal de Retz and the Duke of Nevers, left 
for home on different pretexts. Cheverny, the head of the Catholic faction in 
Paris, wrote to say that in the event of Charles's death it was Henry's duty to 
ride post-haste for France, to secure the Catholic succession, and to forestall the 
partisans of his reformist younger brother, Francois d'Alencon. 

Charles IX died on 30 May 1574. The news reached his successor in Wawel 
Castle at 11 a.m. exactly two weeks later, from the lips of the Imperial ambas
sador. It was confirmed at midday by a messenger from Catherine de Medici. To 
all outward appearances, Henry was undecided what steps to take. On 15 June 
he met the Senate, and asked their advice in a long Latin address. He dispatched 
letters of regency to his mother in Paris. On the 18th, he joked and danced with 
his Polish lords. Declining an invitation to call on the Jagiellonka, he retired 
early to bed. It was not unusual. There was a guard on the door of his suite. 
Teczynski was at hand, on behalf of the Senate, to watch developments. Yet 
unbeknown to all but a handful of French advisers, the King was preparing to 
depart. Fearing no doubt that an open departure might invite delays, either from 
the Poles or from the Imperial authorities across whose territory he had to pass, 
he was preparing to escape in secret. 

It was Saturday night. Wawel Castle was locked and bolted. The King 
changed into some nondescript riding clothes, and crept from his room through 
a backstairs entrance concealed by a tapestry on the rear wall. Two pages, 
standing to attention beside the screens of his bed, were unaware that he had 
gone. An accomplice obtained the keys of the gate on the pretext of a gallant 
escapade, and passed off his muffled companion as a 'Capitain Lamotte'. They 
walked out through the Jewish Quarter of Kazimierz, and across the Vistula 
bridge to an abandoned chapel where horses were waiting. By dawn, they had 
covered the twenty miles to Zator, and were riding hard for the frontier. 

* With tears upon tears, and lament upon lament,/I spend, alas, my nights of yearning/With 
no relief in any way from the troubles/Which, far from you, crowd my life./Oh fair princess, 
the inspiration of my valour,/My dear desire, my sorrow, my torment!/How suddenly, alas, 
through your absence/My fate has changed its countenance!2 
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But they knew they were followed. On leaving Wawel, 'Capitain Lamotte' 
had been unlucky enough to pass the castle chef who was returning from the 
town. Nothing was said, but suspicions were aroused. Teczynski was alerted. 
After much shouting and confusion the King's suite was searched, and his 
absence discovered. When Teczynski set off in pursuit, with 200 horsemen and 
a troop of Tartar archers, he was three hours behind. Yet he was crossing his 
own estates and was gaining with every stride. Taking the shorter, more 
northerly road through Liszki and Babice, he reached Oswiecim (Auschwitz) in 
time to alert the Starosta. By this time, the King was in full view, galloping 
across the meadows of the frontier bridge at Harmeze. As he crossed the old 
dilapidated bridge, his last glimpse of his Polish kingdom was of the loyal 
Starosta of Oswiecim, manfully swimming towards him in the middle of the 
Vistula and shouting at the top of his voice: 'Serenissima Maiestas, cur fugis? 
(Serene Majesty, why do you flee?). 

Henry de Valois left Poland for France on 19 June, after a reign of 118 days. 
He clearly intended to retain both his thrones. At the town of Pszczyna (Pless), 
where he was caught and surrounded by his pursuers, he assured Teczynski of 
his good intentions: 'Comte, mon ami, en prenant ce que Dieu me donne par 
succession je ne quitte pas ce qu'il m'a acquis par election. Quand j 'aurai fait ce 
que j'espere, je vous reverrai, car, Dieu Merci, j 'ai les epaules assez fortes pour 
soutenir Tune et l'autre couronne.' In effect, it was the parting of the ways. 
Teczynski returned to Cracow. Henry pressed on in to Moravia. On that first 
day, he rode 72 miles without rest. But that was the end of his haste. In Vienna, 
he tarried three days with the Emperor, Maximilian II. In Venice, he stayed on 
to have his portrait painted by Tintoretto, and to be treated to a display at the 
Arsenal where a galley was launched in his honour in the morning, and fully 
fitted out by sunset. He visited the d'Este Duke in Ferrara, the saintly Carlo 
Borromeo, Cardinal Archbishop of Milan, and his aunt, Margaret of Savoy in 
Turin. He did not cross Mont Cenis in a glass-covered litter till the end of 
August. He met his mother at Bourgoin near Lyon on 5 September. It was on this 
return journey that Desportes was to compose the bitter lines which so exactly 
express the Frenchmen's disillusionment with the entire venture: 

Adieux Pologne, adieux plaines desertes, 
Toujours de neige et de glaces couvertes . . . 
Barbare peuple, arrogant et volage, 
Vanteur, causeur, n'ayant rien que language, 
Qui jour et nuit dans un poisle enferme 
Pour tout plaisir se joue avec un verre, 
Ronfle a la table et s'endort sur la terre, 
Puis comme un Mars veut estre renomme. 
Ce ne sont pas vos grand lances creusees, 
Vos peaux de loups, vos armes deguisees 
Ou maint plumage et maint aile s'estend, 
Vos bras charnus, ny vos traints redoubtables, 
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Lourds Polonais, qui vous font indomptagles: 
La pauvrete seulement vous defend . . .* 

From start to finish, the French experiment in Poland had lasted less than two 
years. 

In retrospect, it is easy to identify the flaws which rendered the Valois candid
acy unworkable. It is hard to see how the untried, republican constitution of 
Poland-Lithuania could ever have been smoothly operated by a youthful prince 
whose meagre experience was confined to an absolutist court and to sectarian 
warfare. It is difficult to believe that the infinitely devious Catherine de Medici 
could really have expected her son to graft French interests and designs onto a 
distant, proud, and quarrelsome country. Yet both sides had wished fervently 
for a mutually advantageous arrangement. Wishful thinking and fair words 
won the day, and paved the way to rapid disillusionment. It must be remem
bered, however, that the negotiations of 1573 had been undertaken with a view 
to a reign of forty or fifty years, and with the aim of founding a new branch of 
the Valois dynasty. The premature death of Charles IX - the blow which 
brought the experiment to a sudden end — was foreseen by no one. 

Henry never relinquished his claim to the Polish throne. He kept the Polish 
title in his royal style till the end of his life. But he never tried to renew the Polish 
alliance, and never returned to Poland. Nor did he bring much profit to France. 
The religious wars continued amidst mounting blood and intrigue. Surrounded 
by his mignons, his 'pretty young men', Henry earned from the common people 
the epithet of the 'New Herod', and from his mother 'le Roi de Rien' (The King 
of Nothing). Having murdered his main Catholic rivals, Duke Henry and 
Cardinal Henry de Guise, he was himself knifed to death at St. Cloud on the 2 
August 1589 by the stiletto of a Dominican monk, Jacques Clement. By that 
time, Poland-Lithuania had already completed one of the most brilliant decades 
of its history, and was again wrestling with the effects of a royal election no less 
unfortunate than that of 1573. 

* Farewell Poland! Farewell deserted plains/Eternally covered with snow and ice . . ./Oh 
Savage people, arrogant and thieving./Boastful, verbose, and full of words/Who, wrapped 
night and day in shaggy furs, takes its only pleasure by playing with a wineglass./By snoring 
at table and falling to sleep on the floor/And who then, like Mars, wishes to be famous./It is 
not your great, grooved lances,/Your wolf's clothing, your misleading coats-of-arms/Spread 
all over with wings and feathers,/Your muscular limbs, nor your redoubtable deeds, Dull-
witted Poles, that have saved you from defeat:/Your miserable condition alone protects you 



13 

BATHORY: 

The Transylvanian Victor (1576-1586) 

If in the case of Henry de Valois, a catastrophic reign was preceded by a model 
election, the elevation of Poland's most successful king was preceded by an 
interregnum of indescribable chaos. 

The confusion caused by Henry's flight provided ideal conditions for political 
adventures both internal and international. It lasted for nearly two years. At 
first, the headless Republic could make no decision about its absent monarch. 
At a meeting of the Sejm held in August 1574, Henry was given nine months' 
grace in which to return. At the end of this period, in May 1575, in a huge 
wooden rotunda on the banks of the Vistula at Steczyc, the throne was formally 
declared forfeit by the assembled nobility. On both occasions, a serious rift 
appeared between the Senators and the noble envoys. At Steczyc, the 
Lithuanians, fully prepared in chain-mail, disputed the legality of the proceed
ings, whilst the royal artillery fixed its sights on a private army drawn up by 
Adalbert Laski, Palatine of Sieradz. Meanwhile, candidates had been offering 
themselves for the throne whether it was officially vacant or not. The electoral 
Sejm, which finally met at Warsaw in November 1575, resembled a battle
ground. There were more Cossacks than voters, and every voter carried an 
arquebus, mace, or lance. There were at least half a dozen serious candidates 
and twice as many sponsors prepared to spend words and ducats. There was 
Alfonso II d'Este, Duke of Ferrara, sponsored in spite of himself by no less than 
Dr Solomon Askenazi, a Jewish physician from Constantinople.1 He was 
announced by the poet Guarini, who described his master's 'incredible love for 
the Polish Nation'. There was Ivan the Terrible, whose troops happened to be 
ravaging the eastern provinces at the time. At the previous election, he had sug
gested that he would willingly rule over Lithuania, and Poland as well if so 
invited, and would multiply their liberties, but that he would like Livonia and 
the Ukraine to be given to Moscow. 'It is good to enlarge one's state,' he said, 
'not to diminish it'. Then there was the Archduke Ernest again, and John of 
Sweden, and another Habsburg, the Archduke Ferdinand. Finally, there was 
Stefan Bathory, the Prince of Transylvania. After extraordinary contortions, 
in which the Nuncio offered to give Ivan the title of 'Emperor of 
Constantinople' if he withdrew in favour of Ernest, whilst the dotty old Primate, 
Jakub Uchanski, proposed that Ivan, John Vasa, and the Emperor should rule 
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simultaneously, a clear contest emerged between the Habsburgs and the 
Transylvanian. 

Unlike most of the other competitors, Stefan Bathory was admirably qualified 
for the task.2 He had not sought election for himself, but had been approached 
by a constellation of interests who were determined to exclude the Habsburgs. 
At the electoral Sejm, his ambassador, Bishop George Blandrata, had confined 
himself to a promise of personal rule, and assurances for 'the defence of 
Christendom'. Bathory at 42 was a hardened campaigner. Born at Somlyo, the 
youngest son of the Palatine of Transylvania, a partisan of Szapolyai, he had 
received an impressive education. He had toured Western Europe, studied in 
Padua, and served at the imperial court in Vienna. For fifteen years he had 
fought as commanding general in the long struggle of his native province for 
independence. In 1562 he had been wounded at the siege of Hadad, and for three 
years from 1565 to 1567, had been held prisoner in Prague. In 1571, following 
the Treaty of Speier with Austria, he had been elected Prince of Transylvania. 
He was a fervent Catholic, who had made his career in resistance to the Most 
Catholic Emperor. He ruled over a state where all four religions enjoyed auto
nomy. He was familiar both with forceful action and with government by con
sent.* 

Bathory's further progress in Poland was taken in hand by Zamoyski, who, 
in conjunction with former supporters of the Valois like Teczyriski and with the 
Arian, Michal Sienicki, the tribune of the lesser szlachta, had decided to force 
the pace. The condition of the Republic was critical. The electoral Sejm was dal
lying to the accompaniment of internal strife and external attack. Danzig was in 
revolt. The Muscovites were in Livonia. The Tartars launched the biggest raid 
in Polish history. In the autumn of 1575, the Khan of the Crimea, Davlet Girej, 
led a horde of 100,000 men into Ruthenia. When they returned, their numbers 
had been doubled by droves of captives. Some 35,340 noblemen alone were 
carried off into slavery. It was no time for legalities. Although the Primate had 
unilaterally declared the Emperor Ferdinand II to have been elected, a group of 
noblemen assembled in the Old Town Square of Warsaw on 14 December 
resolved to offer the crown to Bathory. Their condition was that he should take 
Anna Jagiellonka to wife. Bathory did not delay. He would wear the Polish dia
dem, he said, 'if only for three days'. He was helped by the Ottoman Sultan who 
ordered his army to march against the Empire as a means of frustrating the 
Habsburg candidacy. He hastened over the Carpathians, and entered Cracow 
on 23 March 1576, the very day on which the Emperor was finally undertaking 
to do the same. He rode a Turkish charger, and wore a heron plume in his tall 
fur kolpak. He was attended by 500 Transylvanian knights, with leopard skins 
slung over their golden breastplates, and by 1,000 veteran hejduks. He was 

* The Transylvanian syndrome, usually associated with the earlier Count Dracula, also 
emerged in Stefan Bathory's niece, Elizabeth of Nadasdy, who in 1610 was found to have 
murdered 650 young girls in order to bathe in their warm blood and thereby restore her 
youth. See S. Baring-Could, Book ofWerewolves, London 1865. 
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welcomed by 8,000 Polish noblemen drawn up by Teczynski. On 1 May, he 
married the Jagiellonka, and, contrary to all the rules, was anointed king by 
Bishop Karnkowski. At that, all resistance ceased. Zamoyski was rewarded 
with the seal of the Vice-Chancellor of the Crown, and a famous partnership 
began. The Republic was to be swept clean by a new broom of decisiveness, 
energy, and high ambition. 

Bathory's personality was dutifully described by Reinhold Heidenstein 
(1556-1620), a German from the Rhineland who worked in the royal chancery 
and was able to observe the King from close quarters. Heidenstein's writings, 
Rerum polonicarum libri duodecim and De bello moscovico (On the Muscovite 
War, 1584), form a prime source for the politics and wars of the reign. He was 
an unashamed admirer: 

Nature endowed King Stefan with the best attributes of body and mind. One might say 
that she sought to create in him a model of rare perfection. In his bearing, in his face and 
in his speech, he was the incarnation of majesty. At the same time he was possessed of a 
strange sensitivity and simplicity, together with great humanity. Notwithstanding the 
regal dignity and high seriousness which he affected toward everyone, he would enter into 
spirited discussions even on matters of the greatest confidence, and repeatedly enjoined 
the reticent members of his entourage to speak their mind more openly. It is impossible to 
say whether people loved him more than they feared him. He was a Catholic of the most 
devout kind. In his testament, addressed to his son-in-law, Prince Sigismund of 
Transylvania, he instructed him in burning words to protect the Catholic religion and the 
Jesuit College which he had founded in order to convert the Arians. Yet he maintained 
that all sectarians should be tolerated, and should be left to God and to Time rather than 
to persecution. His knowledge was enormous. It derived partly from his familiarity with 
the practical affairs of the Hungarians, Turks, Germans, and Italians, but above all from 
his reading of History. His favourite author was Caesar, whom he read and re-read con
stantly. He was extremely eloquent, conversing customarily in Latin with everyone. His 
every word was so weighed that often he would assume an oracular quality. When he 
knew that the right was on his side, he would refuse absolutely to compromise. As a lover 
of the truth, he never avoided it on his own behalf, and easily recognized it in others. In 
many people's eyes, he was unduly given to anger and to cruelty . . . but I can confirm that 
there was no person who forgave and forgot more readily. Apart from that, he had a long 
memory for services which had benefited him. On several occasions, men who had long 
forgotten that they had ever rendered a service and who expected no reward, were over
whelmed with largess. On the whole, when it came to increasing the estates of his mighty 
subjects, he was thought to be excessively thrifty. And thrifty he was, though when nec
essary he knew well enough how to be both generous and magnanimous . . . 

At the Sejm of Thorn in 1576, when some of the members kept pestering him to 
explain his intentions . . . he flew into a rage . . . 'I was not born in a pigsty', he said. 'I 
was born a free man . . . I love my freedom, and intend to guard it. By God's will, it was 
you who elected me King. It was at your request that I came here. It was you who placed 
the crown on my brow. So I am your King. But I will not be a fashioned or a painted one 
(non fictus neque pictus). I wish to rule, and will not let anyone pick my nose. It is agreed 
that you be guardians of your own freedom. But I will not allow you to act like school
masters over me and my senators. Watch for your freedom, but lay off any pranks.'3 
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Danzig was the first to be disciplined. Having defied the recommendations of 
the Commission of 1570 which had regulated relations between the Republic 
and its chief city, it had thrown its weight behind the Habsburg candidate. In 
September 1576, it was placed under ban by Bathory, who announced a com
mercial blockade and the transfer of all Polish trade to Elbing. When resistance 
continued and the Abbey of Oliwa was burned by rioters, Danzig was attacked 
by force. On 17 April 1577 at Lubieszow (Liebischau), the royal army of Jan 
Zborowski killed nearly twice their own number when challenged by the 
Danzigers under Johann Winkelbruch von Koln. But it was unable to storm the 
city, or to take the Lantern Fortress which guarded the port. At the Treaty of 
Malborg, Bathory withdrew the terms of the Commission in exchange for a 
hefty subsidy, and agreed to further negotiations. A new convention was finally 
agreed in 1585.4 

Bathory turned next to judicial reform. Seeing that the business of the higher 
courts of royal justice had been suspended for half a decade, he abandoned the 
monarch's prerogative to hear appeals in civil and criminal cases. Instead, he 
directed Zamoyski, now raised to the Crown Chancellorship, to devise a sys
tem whereby judicial affairs could be directly controlled by the nobility. The 
institution of the Crown Tribunal in 1578 and of a similar Lithuanian Tribunal 
in 1581, removed any possible fears of impending royal tyranny, and ensured 
the co-operation of the Sejm and the nobility for the king's more pressing inter
ests.5 

The royal army was also transformed. In 1578, the Sejm was persuaded to 
approve the formation of the piechota wybraniecka or 'selected infantry'. They 
were drawn from the peasants of the Crown estates, in the ratio of one man for 
every twenty holdings. Each soldier was to be clothed and supported by the 
nineteen neighbouring families who did not serve. They were armed with mus
kets. At the same time, the old jazda kopijnicza or 'mounted spearmen' was 
gradually replaced by the winged Husaria, one of the legendary formations of 
European battlefields over the next century.6 

After the army, it was the turn of the Dnieper Cossacks. Settled on the outer 
fringes of organized government, they had defied all previous attempts to con
trol them. They lived in Tartar style from loot and pillage. In years when they 
refrained from devastating Poland or Lithuania, they were devastating the 
Republic's neighbours. Yet in 1578, they approached Bathory with a proposi
tion of service and obedience, and it was accepted with alacrity. A named regis
ter of Cossack volunteers was established, who, in return for taking the oath of 
allegiance, were to receive an annual fee equal to that of the Hussars. They were 
to serve under their own Ataman who was to take his orders from the royal 
starosta at Czerkask. It was no secret that they were expected to direct their tal
ents against Muscovy. Cossacks who persisted with adventures of their own 
invention received no mercy. In 1584, Bathory did not wait for senatorial 
approval before executing, in the presence of the Sultan's ambassador, thirty 
Zaporozhians who had crossed into the Turkish lands without permission.7 
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The magnates, too, were brought to heel. Although feuding in the provinces 
continued to be endemic, the King would not tolerate disruption on a major 
scale. To this end, he permitted the Chancellor to make an example of Samuel 
Zborowski. Banished in 1574 by Henry de Valois, Zborowski had taken refuge 
in Transylvania and had backed Bathory's cause. But this did not save him when 
he abused the King's disregard of his illegal return to Poland by feuding with his 
neighbours. In 1584, he was seized by Zamoyski, and peremptorily executed. In 
the same way, Bathory executed one Ivan Podkova in Lwow, who had thought 
fit to lead a private expedition into Wallachia; the Lithuanian Oscik who had 
dared to have treasonable communications with Muscovy; and the Castellan of 
Ilgow for criminal offences. In contrast, he rewarded his loyal supporters most 
liberally. Zamoyski enjoyed the two chief offices of the Crown as well as five or 
six starostwa; in Lithuania, the Radziwill family were granted all the chief 
offices of state both civil and ecclesiastical. The King's friends lived well, while 
his enemies trembled. 

Bathory displayed considerable skill in the art of finance. At the accession, 
both the royal and the public treasuries were sadly depleted. The mint had 
ceased to strike coin. Over ten years, almost all items of royal revenue were 
increased, and the total nearly doubled: 

ROYAL REVENUE (Zl.) 1576-7 1585-6 

1. Crown estates: rent 70,000 74,000 
2. podwodny t a x 2 , 5 0 0 2,500 
3. stacyjny tax on Crown land 3,000 3,000 
4. Coronation tax 9,000 — 
5. Customs and excise: inland 50,500 65,000 

maritime — 44,000 
6. Salt mines (Wieliczka) 28,000 66,000 
7. Ruthenian saltpans 14,000 20,000 
8. Lead mines (Olkusz) 1,400 4,000 
9. Royal Mint — 4,000 

10. Grand Ducal Revenue (Lithuania) 53,000 130,000 

Total 231,400 412,500 

In view of the fact that there were magnates in the Republic who took more than 
a million zloties per year from their estates, or who gave 100,000 zl. for their 
daughters' dowries, the royal revenue was extremely modest. Yet it was con
served by austerity at court and by careful management. In addition to the 
kwarta tax permanently earmarked for the standing army, it contributed a 
grand total of 577,679 zl. to the defence of the realm during the reign.8 

Public finances were nursed accordingly. The land-tax raised by the Sejm was 
notoriously hard to realize. The nobility constantly demanded the surrender of 
Crown leaseholds from the magnates before voting supplies, and the sejmiki 
were not averse to ignoring the votes of the Sejm. Even so, Bathory contrived to 
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extract much blood from the noble stone. In 1577, he was assured revenue from 
the land-tax for two years in advance, in return for lowering the rate from 20 to 
15 groszy per tan. In that year, public revenue was approximately three times the 
royal revenue. 

PUBLIC REVENUE (1577) (Zl) 

pobor (land-tax) 
szoz (town-tax on property) Direct Taxes 318,000 
poglowka (poll-tax) 
Income from Alcohol 180,000 
Prussian excise 40,000 
Excise 38,000 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania 103,000 

Tota l . . . 679,000 

The real problem was to match expenditure to revenue. Given the fact that an 
army of 20,000 mercenaries cost 1.3 million zt. per annum, or twice the income 
of the state, it would seem that extended military campaigns were out of the 
question. Yet Bathory contrived to bridge the gap. He did so partly by special 
funding, and partly by trading political concessions for hard cash. In his first 
year alone, he took 200,000 ducats from the city of Danzig, and another 20,000 
from the Brandenburg Hohenzollerns for granting the right of reversion to the 
Duchy of Prussia. He cajoled the clergy into a 'voluntary payment' of 33,000 zt., 
and raised a cool 150,000 at 5 per cent interest from a consortium of German 
princes.9 As usual, everything flowed from confidence. A ruler who was trusted 
by his subjects was able to mobilize unseen resources. When the private contri
butions of nobility and magnates had been added to the forces paid for by king 
and state, Bathory briefly achieved the impossible. He transformed a budgetless 
Republic, barely capable of its own defence, into a major power. 

The prime object of Bathory's concern was the Republic's eastern neighbour 
- the Grand Duchy of Moscow and its Grand Duke, Ivan IV, called the 
'Terrible'. Muscovy was no ordinary state, and Ivan was no normal neighbour. 
It was not just that Muscovy had been in conflict with Lithuania over Smolensk 
throughout the century; nor that Ivan had renewed the war in Livonia during 
the late interregnum. Such things were commonplace. Nor did it matter unduly 
that the Muscovite's cruelty and ambition was unmatched in a cruel and ambi
tious age. Bathory's concern centred on the demonic quality of Moscow, which 
was visibly consuming not just the lands of its neighbours but the best citizens 
and traditions of Russia itself. It enabled Ivan to pursue claims to lands and hon
ours in Russia far beyond any which he, or his forebears, or his remote princi
pality, had ever possessed. The 'gathering of the Russian lands' by this 'Third 
Rome' had as much rationale in Eastern Europe as might have been professed in 
Western Europe by some Irish prince who thought to gather the Celtic lands of 
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France, Spain, and Britain under the aegis of Dublin, or by some Duke of 
Franconia who sought to restore the Frankish Empire of Charlemagne. Entirely 
devoid of any taint of the Renaissance or Reformation, Ivan's Moscow lived by 
its own pathological values in its own closed world. Yet forty years of unbridled 
barbarity had failed to arouse the retribution which elsewhere would have 
flowed as a matter of course. What is more, Ivan enjoyed a certain cachet in the 
eyes of people not directly affected. It was all very well for Elizabeth of England 
to foster trading contracts round the North Cape or for the Emperor in distant 
Vienna to engineer diplomatic alliances. But for Poland-Lithuania, it was dif
ferent. Resistance to Muscovy at this time was a matter both of principle and of 
survival. When at his election Stefan Bathory had promised action 'for the 
defence of Christendom', he was not calling for a crusade against the Turks, 
whose culture he admired and whose suzerainty over Transylvania he had long 
accepted. He was calling for war against Muscovy.10 The war lasted for seven 
seasons from 1576 to 1582. At first, the Republic was unable to respond to Ivan's 
initial aggression. But in 1577 the Lithuanian Hetman, Nicholas Radziwill the 
Red, captured Duneburg (Dvinsk); and in 1578 the Polish cavalry took Wenden 
by storm in a nocturnal charge. In 1579, Bathory determined to carry the fight 
into enemy territory. An army of 22,000 knights, drawing rations for at least 
100,000 men - Poles, Lithuanians, Prussians, and Magyars — reduced Polotsk by 
siege. In the south, Prince Ostrogski raided deep into Polesie. The next year 
Bathory struck north to Vielikie Luki, driving a wedge between Moscow and 
Livonia. Zamoyski cut his way through trackless forest for three weeks, before 
destroying the fortress with mines and fire-balls. Hungarian engineers built a 
firm road all the way back to Polotsk. In 1581, the campaign moved northwards 
again, in the direction of the ruins of Novgorod. The Sejm had voted more than 
2 million zl. over two years, on condition that the war was now brought to a 
close. A clear result had to be obtained while funds lasted. Bathory had recruited 
an expert force of foreign mercenaries. He had several German and Scottish reg
iments, and a number of Italian, French, and Spanish captains. Ivan complained 
that he was being attacked 'by the whole of Italy'. The principal obstacle lay in 
the embattled city of Pskov. It was protected by walls some eight miles in cir
cumference, defended by 7,000 cavalry and 50,000 infantry, and commanded by 
Prince Ivan Petrovich Shuyski. The siege was laid in August. Meanwhile, 
Radziwill dared to approach the Tsar's residence at Staristsa on the Volga, and 
Polish detachments roamed as far as Lake Ladoga. By now, Muscovy had lost 
some 300,000 people in the war. Some 40,000 prisoners were in Polish hands. 
Livonia was isolated from the east, and the Swedes, having taken Narva, were 
advancing from the north. On 1 December Ivan sued for peace. 

In the middle of the war, the religious factor was suddenly underlined when 
Ivan sent an envoy to the Pope. He complained that the unity of Christendom 
was being disturbed by the activities of a 'Turkish employee'. The Vatican 
responded. Mindful of the long-held project of union between the Catholic and 
Orthodox faiths, agreed in 1439 but never implemented, it dispatched a Jesuit 
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diplomat, Antoni Possevini, to see what could be arranged. In 1581, Possevini 
met Bathory in Wilno, and later proceeded to Moscow. Ivan showed interest in 
his shaven face and in the Pope's good fortune in being carried around in a lit
ter. He refused to discuss religion. The unity of Christ was not enhanced.11 

The siege of Pskov assumed legendary proportions. Outside the walls the 
attacking force numbered some 170,000 knights and servants. As the Russian 
winter advanced they built themselves an entire town of wooden houses, com
plete with regular streets and a market-place. An early breach was not to be 
exploited. Inside the city, a local gunsmith called Dorofei was visited by the 
Virgin Mary, who told him where the cannon should be placed and assured him 
that the town would not fall. Elsewhere, an anonymous chronicler was relating 
the course of events for posterity: 

The siege of Pskov began in the year 7089, in the month of August and the 18th day, on 
the feast of the holy martyrs Frol and Laurel. Then it was that the Lithuanian people 
started to cross the river and to appear before the city with their regiments . . . The King 
himself came before Pskov. In that same month of August on the 26th day, on the feast 
of the holy martyrs Adrian and Natalya, this man, the Lithuanian king, drew close with 
all his many forces, like a wild boar from the wilderness . . .12 

In due course, the 'much-proud Lithuanian King Stepan' left the 'evil-hearted 
and greatly-proud Chancellor - Pole', Zamoyski, in charge. 

The Peace of Yam Zapolski was signed in the presence of Possevini on 15 
January 1582, whilst the siege continued. Muscovy abandoned the whole of 
Livonia with Polotsk, Velizh, and Ushviata. At Pskov, a fierce winter froze cav
alrymen dead in their saddles; but Zamoyski remained in place until the Tsar's 
commissioners arrived to surrender the keys of the Livonian castles. He moved 
off on 4 February for Dorpat, where he relieved the Muscovite garrison after 
twenty-four years of occupation. To the Poles it appeared a famous victory. To 
the chronicler of Pskov, it looked like an act of divine intervention: 

And so, by the great and ineffable grace of the Holy Trinity, of our helpers and suppli
ants from the whole family of Christ, and of the most holy, heavenly powers; by the 
prayers and intercessions of the great miracle-workers, including the miracle-worker 
Nikolai, pre-eminent in miracles, whose saintly vision thrice manifested the Holy Trinity 
at sunrise; by the founders and defenders of the God-preserved city of Pskov, by the lead
ers in Christ of the True Faith of the whole Russian land, and by the Orthodox Tsar and 
Grand Duke of noble root; by the prayers of the true-believing and God-loving Grand 
Duchess Olga, baptized by Helen, of her saintly grandson, the true-believing Grand 
Duke Gabriel Vsevolod, of our reverend father Efrosin, of the miracle-workers of Pskov, 
and of all the saints; by our Lord the Tsar, the true-believing Grand Duke, Ivan 
Vasil'evitch, beloved of Christ, who holds all Russia in his patrimony; indeed, by all the 
wonders which God performed, the city of God with all its people was saved from the 
Lithuanian King, and from all his host. 

Then, on the fourth day of February, the Polish Hetman and Lord Chancellor moved off 
from Pskov with all his array to the Lithuanian land. In the city of Pskov, the gates were 
opened. And I, having completed this story in all its fullness, have brought it to its end.13 
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Thus did the Muscovites celebrate a severe defeat. 
Bathory's triumph soon cooled. Having made his reckoning with Muscovy, 

he began to dream of grandiose alliances on a continental scale. In 1583, he 
made a bid to win the Tsar for a joint crusade against the Crimea. In 1584, he 
was thinking in terms of an expedition against Constantinople, and then, after 
the death of Ivan, of a federation of Poland, Lithuania, Hungary, and Muscovy. 
The Sejm was not impressed. Its last meeting in 1585 broke up amidst the end
less Zborowski quarrel, and no taxes were voted. The King fell into a deep 
depression. On 15 May 1585, at Niepolomice, where he was shunning the com
pany of his wife and court, he composed his will, berating the Poles for their 
ingratitude and confining his largess to the interests of his native Transylvania. 
He languished in this mood for more than a year, and died suddenly at Grodno 
on 12 December 1586, unshriven. There were fears of poison. 

Bathory's reputation was not entirely unblemished, therefore. If he was 
largely remembered as the hammer of Ivan the Terrible, there were voices at the 
end which called him, too, a tyrant. His success was largely personal. By sheer 
force of character, he had imposed his will on the Republic, and drove the creak
ing governmental machine into motion. But little of his achievement was 
durable. By the time that the protracted autopsy was complete, and his body 
interred in its elegant tomb in Cracow, the Republic was floundering once more 
in the same quagmire of chaos with which the reign began. 
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VASA: 

The Swedish Connection (1587-1668) 

Sweden, which faced the Polish-Lithuanian Republic across the Baltic Sea, 
resembled its southern neighbour in several important ways. It was a dual state 
whose two main elements, Sweden and Finland, had been joined first in a 
personal and then in a constitutional union. Its society was dominated by a pow
erful class of noble families strongly based both economically and politically 
on their extensive estates. Its monarchy was relatively weak, and had been 
subjected during the Middle Ages to a variety of dynastic alliances and consti
tutional experiments. The Union of Kalmar with Denmark and Norway had 
been terminated in 1523,when Gustav Eriksson I of the House of Vasa estab
lished a purely Swedish monarchy. Thereafter the constitutional position was 
unstable, with the noble Diet holding very strong sanctions of election and 
consent over the growth of royal power. Protestantism made rapid progress, 
especially among the nobility, and a national church was established, as in 
England, by royal initiative. In the 1570s the Roman Church was working for a 
revival. The Jesuits held high hopes, as in Poland-Lithuania, for turning the 
flank of Protestantism in the north. In 1580, when Possevini was appointed 
Legate to Poland and Muscovy, he had just returned from three years at the head 
of the Missio Suetica in Stockholm. 

At the same time, there were serious grounds for potential conflict. The rela
tionship between Poland and Sweden was sufficiently close to provoke compe
tition and rivalry. The structure of power in the Baltic was changing rapidly. 
Sweden was entering an era of dynamic expansion. She was destined to raise one 
of the great armies of history, and already possessed a fleet of one hundred 
battleships. In due course, she was to aspire to the Dominium Maris Balticae -
a policy for turning the sea into a Swedish lake. Poland-Lithuania, in contrast, 
adopted an essentially passive posture, being thoroughly preoccupied with 
existing possessions. The Republic held the richest Baltic port, Danzig, and a 
long stretch of the southern shore which would have to serve as the base for any 
Swedish involvement in continental affairs. The strategic implications were 
obvious. In the Duchy of Prussia, the Protestant Hohenzollerns could exploit 
their key location for leverage against Polish suzerainty. In Livonia, the polygo
nal war which pitted the numerous local factions against their patrons -
Denmark, Poland, Muscovy, and Sweden — inevitably led to armed clashes, in 
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which both Swedes and Poles were involved. Religion, too raised its head. In 
1585, the citizens of Riga, incensed by Polish rule in general and by the intro
duction of the Catholic Gregorian Calendar in particular, rose in revolt and 
turned to the Swedish King for protection. As Catholic fortunes ebbed in 
Sweden but flowed in Poland-Lithuania, tensions mounted. Most immediate 
however, were the problems of the Swedish royal House of Vasa, closely linked 
since 1562 with the Polish Jagiellons. 

The House of Vasa was divided against itself. The four sons of Gustav I were 
each moved by contrasting temperaments and by warring supporters. Eric XIV 
was a homicidal maniac, who was deposed in 1568 and eventually poisoned. 
John, Duke of Finland, was a scholar and theologian. Charles, Duke of 
Sodermanland and master of Stockholm, was the champion of the Protestant 
nobility. Magnus, Duke of Ostergotland, was killed with Eric. The Duke of 
Finland, who was elected in Eric's place in 1569 as John III, was quickly adopted 
by the Catholic Party. His Queen, Katarzyna Jagiellonka, sister of Zygmunt-
August of Poland, was a fervent Catholic. Her dowry consisted of her mother's 
Sforza fortune, frozen in Naples but - it was hoped - to be realized by Catholic 
influence with the Pope and the King of Spain. On Eric's orders, she had spent 
the first four years of her marriage with her husband in the dungeon of 
Gripsholm, where their son Sigismund was born in 1566. Her influence on reli
gious developments was considerable. In 1576, at her instigation, John intro
duced a new ecumenical liturgy, blending elements from both the Tridentine 
Catholic and Swedish Lutheran models; in 1578, he was secretly received into 
the Roman faith by Possevini. In his delicate predicament at home, it was only 
natural that he should strengthen his hand by exploiting his Polish contacts. In 
two Polish elections, in 1573 and 1575, he was unsuccessful; but in 1587, at the 
third attempt, he engineered a victory on behalf of his son and heir, Sigismund. 
Although the descendants of John III Vasa were to lose control of Sweden, they 
remained on the throne of Poland-Lithuania for the next eighty-one years. 
Sigismund was succeeded in turn by his two sons Wladyslaw (Ladislas) IV 
(1632-48), and Jan Kazimierz (John Casimir, 1648-68).1 

The Polish election of 1587 combined the worst manifestations of the two 
preceding occasions - a double election, and a successful candidate who was 
more concerned with his homeland than with the affairs of the Republic. It led 
to ceaseless strife: to civil wars first in Poland and then in Sweden, and to 
repeated and prolonged wars between the two countries.2 In Poland, 
Sigismund's cause was championed by the 'Black' Faction, so-called from the 
mourning clothes which they wore in memory of Bathory. Headed by 
Zamoyski, and by Bishop Karnkowski, now Primate, they determined once 
again to exclude the Habsburg candidate at all costs. Yet the Habsburg court 
was confident. Backed by the blessing of the Pope and by the gold of the Spanish 
ambassador, Guillen de San Clemente, it was counting on the Archduke 
Maximilian, brother of the Emperor Rudolf II. When the electoral Sejm broke 
up in disorder, the Habsburgs took to arms. But Zamoyski was ready. 
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Repulsing the Austrians from the gates of Cracow, he rushed to Danzig to escort 
the bewildered Sigismund towards his coronation, as Zygmunt III, which took 
place on 27 December. In the following year at Byczyna (Pitschen) in Silesia, he 
took Maximilian prisoner, and did not release him until Vienna had undertaken 
to abandon all pretensions to the Polish throne. From the practical point of 
view, Zamoyski's campaign was completely successful. He soon regretted it. 

Zygmunt III was the victim of complications beyond his control. As a Swede 
by birth, and as grandson of the great Gustav Eriksson, he naturally laid great
est store on his Swedish inheritance. As a fervent Catholic and pupil of Polish 
Jesuits, he understood that Poland could play an important part in the recovery 
of Northern Europe for Rome. As the dutiful son of his late Jagiellonian mother, 
he listened to the pleas of his aunt Anna, Bathory's widow, who begged him to 
accept the Polish throne for her sake. These interests proved quite irreconcil
able. In Sweden, before sailing for Danzig, he was obliged to sign the Statutes of 
Kalmar, which protected the Protestant Church and the Diet from any changes 
resulting from the union of crowns. On arrival in Poland, and in spite of his 
vocal protests during the ceremony in the Abbey of Oliwa, he was obliged to 
swear to the Pacta Conventa and to the terms of the Confederation of Warsaw. 
At the Coronation Sejm, he watched with anger while the nobles introduced a 
new definition of lese-majeste which expressly excepted all forms of verbal 
abuse. Henceforth, he could be, and was, slandered with impunity. He specially 
resented the tone of Zamoyski, who had called him 'our dumb phantom 
imported from Sweden'. Zamoyski's posturing against the Habsburgs, and his 
plans for hedging the monarchy with even stricter limitations, appeared to be 
motivated increasingly by private interest. In 1588 in Lithuania, Zygmunt was 
obliged to sign the Third Lithuanian Statute, in direct contravention to the 
Union of Lublin, but as the necessary price for his acceptance by the magnates 
of the Grand Duchy. It is not surprising perhaps that he thought of abdicating 
on the spot. In 1589, he bargained with Vienna, seeking to sell his Polish crown 
to the Archduke Ernest for 400,000 guilders. He met his father at Reval, and 
announced his impending return to Sweden. Yet he could not escape. The 
Swedish nobility made it clear that they could well do without him, especially 
when he took the Habsburg Archduchess, Anna, for his wife. When John III 
died in 1593, Zygmunt was to encounter the same humiliations in Sweden that 
he had already borne in Poland. 

The disputed Swedish succession produced a ten-year crisis. When Zygmunt 
arrived in Stockholm attended by Jesuits and confessors, and by the Nuncio, 
Germanico Malaspina, he found that the opposition had stolen a march on him. 
The Convocation of the Church of Sweden had already decided in advance to 
establish the Augsburg Confession and the Lutheran catechism, and to banish 
Calvinism and Zwinglism as heresy. There was no room for a Roman proselyte. 
At the Coronation itself, performed by the Protestant Bishop of Stregnas in the 
cathedral of Uppsala, there were scenes reminiscent of Henry de Valois's ordeal 
in Cracow twenty years before. Zygmunt's uncle, Duke Charles, intervened 
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during the ceremony, insisting that the King keep all three fingers exactly erect 
during the swearing of the oath. He refused to kneel before the new monarch, 
and rolled his coronet at the King's feet as a sign of defiance. After five months 
of fruitless argument, and a number of incidents between the Polish and 
Transylvanian guard and the Stockholm mob, Zygmunt fled, leaving, Duke 
Charles and the aristocratic Council as joint-regents.3 When he arrived in 
Cracow, he forestalled a movement to hold a new election. Whichever way he 
turned, it seemed, he was bound to lose. In 1598, he returned to Sweden with an 
army, but to no effect. At the first confrontation, at Stangebro, he ordered his 
victorious troops to refrain from fratricidal slaughter. At the second, at 
Linkoping, his cavalry refused to charge. He left Sweden for ever. In 1599, he 
was formally deposed. Duke Charles gradually eliminated those nobles who had 
remained loyal to their rightful king; and in 1604 with the aid of the Diet was 
able to arrange for his own election. As Charles IX, he was thus the founder of 
the line of Protestant Vasas who made such an impression on seventeenth-
century Europe. (See Diagram F.) This long struggle had inevitably alienated 
many of Zygmunt's Polish subjects. Whatever policies he pursued in the future, 
he was sure to be seen as a ruler who had shown more concern for Sweden than 
for Poland. For this reason, if for no other, his reputation has always suffered in 
Polish eyes. (See Map 17.) 

In effect, both Zygmunt and his sons proved to be competent managers. They 
were not allowed to be innovators. But neither were they fanatics, nor latent 
despots. Of course, they made mistakes. But most of the troubles which shook 
the Republic in their time can be attributed less to poor leadership than to the 
inflexibility of a system whose arteries were visibly hardening. What is more, in 
the three or four decades which preceded the shattering rebellion of Chmielnicki 
in 1648, in an era when the rest of Central Europe was rent by disasters of every 
sort, the Republic of Poland-Lithuania reached its greatest territorial extent and 
enjoyed prosperity and security to a degree which was never repeated. 

In matters of religion, fashionable excess was largely avoided. Like Bathory, 
Zygmunt III was a devout Catholic, and a firm adherent of the aims of the 
Counter-Reformation. Jan Kazimierz actually served for a time in the ranks of 
the Society of Jesus, and became a cardinal. Catholics were preferred at court, 
and in state appointments. Large numbers of nobles returned to the Roman 
faith. The predominant tone, set by Skarga, was one of enthusiasm but not of 
coercion. Sectarians of all shades flourished, although a certain intolerance was 
seen in specific acts of the Sejm in the 1630s. Calvinists, Lutherans, and Jews 
maintained their privileges. At the Union of Brest in 1596, the Orthodox com
munity entered a period of strife which was brought under control, if not solved, 
by the compromise of 1632. 

In social affairs, a decisive stage was reached in the growth of magnatial for
tunes. Zamoyski, who started his career as a tribune of the noble democracy, 
emerged as an overmighty subject of the most embarrassing kind. Radziwill was 
equally powerful in Lithuania. Their power was perpetuated by the rush of 
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Map 17. The Vasa Realm, (c. 1600) 

'Ordinations' which began in 1589. The pattern was repeated through almost all 
the provinces of the Republic. After the death of Zamoyski in 1605, and the 
Zebrzydowski Rokosz of 1606—9 which the Great Chancellor's intrigues had so 
helped to foment, the internal political scene settled down. But the Sejm, the 
dietines, and the lawcourts were increasingly controlled by magnatial patron
age. The voices of the independent nobleman and of the burgher were choked; 
and the groans of the peasantry were suppressed. Social legislation, which had 
been so lively in the sixteenth century, virtually disappeared. 

Economic prosperity was accompanied by several incurable disorders. 
Although the first half of the seventeenth century witnessed the zenith of the 
Baltic Trade, and of urban and commercial life in general, the rewards of 
affluence were spread ever more unevenly. The luxury of the nobles contrasted 
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with the deepening miseries of the peasants. The wealth of individual cities, 
especially of Danzig, underlined the growing chaos of royal and state finances. 
The currency was depreciating with every year that passed. Price inflation con
tinued to soar. In 1576, the average price of an ox was 4 zl.; in 1660, 30 zl. 
Taxation yields diminished, both in the real value of the money collected, and 
in the efficiency of its collection. In the later years of Zygmunt HI, almost half of 
the state's taxes failed to arrive in time to be spent on the purposes for which 
they were raised. In 1629, the abolition of the old method of assessing the land-
tax, 'by the lan', caused real hardship. The new podymny rate, fixed at 15 groszy 
'per chimney' in the countryside and at 1-3 zl. in the towns, fell with equal force 
on every household, irrespective of the size of its property or of its ability to pay. 
The contributions of rich landowners diminished; those of the poor rose 
sharply. Revenue jumped briefly by 60 per cent; but soon failed to meet mount
ing costs. Over the next three decades, the Sejm was obliged to raise the rate 
almost fifty times. By 1661 the basic annual 15 groszy rate had risen to 25 zl. 

The Jewish community consolidated its position in the Republic, reaching a 
high plateau of affluence and security which was not to be repeated. The prin
ciples, and the institutions, of Jewish autonomy were assured. (See Diagram L.) 
In 1580, the Jewish Tribunal at Lublin was superseded by the 'Council of the 
Four Lands' - a supreme legislative and judicial body which survived for nearly 
two hundred years. Slightly later, a 'Council of the Provinces' served the united 
communities of the Grand Duchy. In 1592, Zygmunt III restated the General 
Charter of Jewish privileges in full. Immigration and natural increase brought 
numbers to an estimated 450,000 by 1648, equivalent to 4.5 per cent of the total 
population. Jews expanded their traditional range of activities, from banking 
and money-lending, to every form of trade, commerce, and industry. They 
established the right to form craft guilds of their own, in defiance of the mono
poly of the hitherto exclusively Gentile organizations. Most importantly, they 
left their traditional urban refuges, and penetrated into every nook and cranny 
of the rural areas. In the service of the nobility, they played an important pio
neering role in the development of the south-eastern lands, especially in the 
Ukraine. Their success, however, was attended by severe defects. The sheer 
weight of numbers in specific localities caused acute overcrowding. Constant 
immigration caused immense resentment among established communities who 
felt their identity threatened. The resentment was no less prevalent among Jews 
than among non-Jews. As shown by an ordinance of the Jewish commune of 
Cracow in 1595, the Elders did everything in their power to restrict immigration 
and to keep the newcomers out: 

He who, without having the right of sojourn (hazaqah), shall try to settle here without 
the permission of the Elders and the Kahal and shall establish himself either in the Jewish 
quarter or elsewhere in Kazimierz, Cracow, Kleparz or Stradom, or in the district belong
ing to these localities, be it man or woman, widow or widower (notwithstanding the 
rights of his or her deceased spouse) shall be excommunicated from all the holiness of 
Israel, shall be set aside both from this world and from the life hereafter, shall have no 
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child circumcised, and shall not be buried in a Jewish graveyard. Nevertheless, should 
such a person deliberately attempt to settle here in the Jewish quarter, no houseowner 
shall venture to admit him, under the same penalty, together with the payment of 30 
florins to the governor, and 15 florins to Charity, and the confiscation of the house by the 
community.4 

More seriously, in the provinces of the south and east, Jewish entrepreneurs 
associated themselves to their lasting detriment with the arenda system, 
whereby landed estates were leased out to agents and managers. It was a system 
which suited the purposes of the great magnates, of absentee landlords, and of 
all impoverished noblemen who did not care to manage their estates in person. 
By putting their affairs into the hands of a leaseholder, the landowners could 
raise a loan, assure themselves of a steady income to make the repayments, and 
divert the animosities of their peasants. For his part, the leaseholder took pos
session not merely of the economic management of the estate but also of all the 
feudal rights, dues, and jurisdictions attached to it. A typical agreement of 1594 
listed the items in detail: 

[Prince Piotr Zabrzeski hereby leases all his possessions] . . . in the district of 
Krzemieniec, including the old and new city of Krzemieniec, New Zbaraz and Kolsec 
with all the settlements appertaining to these estates, together with the noble boyars, the 
burghers, and the serfs of those cities and villages . . . all their debts, obligations and priv
ileges, with the arendas, taverns, tolls, ponds, the mills and their revenues, the manors, 
the various tithes paid by the boyars, burghers and serfs of those districts, together with 
all the other revenues, to Mr Mikolaj Wransowicz and to Efraim the Jew of Miedzyboz, 
for the amount of 9,000 zloties of the Polish currency, for three years.5 

In this way, the Jewish arendator became the master of life and death over the 
population of entire districts, and, having nothing but a short-term and purely 
financial interest in the relationship, was faced with the irresistible temptation 
to pare his temporary subjects to the bone. On the noble estates, he tended to 
put his relatives and co-religionists in charge of the flour-mill, the brewery, and 
in particular of the lord's taverns, where by custom the peasants were obliged to 
drink. On the church estates, he became the collector, of all ecclesiastical dues, 
standing by the church door for his payment from tithe-payers, baptized infants, 
newly-weds, and mourners. On the estates of the starostas, he became in effect 
the Crown Agent, farming out the tolls, taxes, and courts, and adorning his 
oppressions with all the dignity of royal authority. In 1616, well over half the 
Crown Estates in the Ukraine were in the hands of Jewish arendators. In the 
same era, Prince Konstanty Ostrorog was reputed to employ over 4,000 Jewish 
agents. The result was axiomatic. The Jewish community as a whole attracted 
the opprobrium directed originally at its most enterprising members, and 
became the symbol of social and economic exploitation. Their participation in 
'the oppressive practices of the noble-Jewish alliance' provided the most 
important single cause of the terrible retribution which was to descend on them 
on several occasions in the future, particularly in 1648-55, and in 1768. Yet for 





THE SWEDISH CONNECTION 335 



336 VASA 

the time being, calm prevailed. Jewish learning and scholarship reached a peak 
of profundity. The work of 'halakhic giants' such as Solomon Luria (1510-73), 
Moses Isserles (1510-72), or Mordecai Yaphe, inspired a rich tradition of 
Talmudic, cabbalistic, and popular Yiddish literature. Jewish education and lit
eracy attained levels far superior to those of the noble and urban classes as a 
whole. 

Constitutional development ground to a halt. The extreme libertarian posi
tion of the nobility was not redressed. The great Rokosz of 1606-9 ended in a 
stalemate. The King could do nothing to enlarge his powers. The problem of the 
succession was not resolved. Although Zamoyski failed to limit the succession 
to certain named candidates, so, too, did all subsequent attempts to arrange it 
vivente rege. The elections of 1632 and 1648 were unmemorable. The great 
officers of state were awarded lifelong tenure. Finance remained firmly in the 
purview of the nobility. 

Some changes were made in military organization. Although the traditional 
use of massed cavalry brought some success, particularly at Kirchholm in 1605 
and at Klushino in 1610, the prestige of the Swedish example led to important 
modifications designed to increase the army's fire-power. In 1618, the kwarta 
tax was doubled in order to support improved gunnery, which in 1637 was orga
nized in a separate Corps of Artillery with its own General. The army was 
divided into two separate formations. One, the so-called 'National Contingent', 
included regiments of Hussars, Cossacks, and Tartars, and was drawn from pri
vate retinues and from the noble 'comrades-in-arms'. The other, the Foreign 
Contingent, included the regiments of infantry, dragoons, and rajtars, and was 
freely recruited 'by the drum', that is, by colonels who paid and equipped the 
men themselves. The over-all size of the infantry was much increased, the tradi
tional 'Hungarian-style' regiments armed with muskets and halberds being sup
plemented with new and larger 'German' regiments of musketeers and pikemen. 
In peacetime, the standing army made up of the Royal Guard, the Registered 
Cossacks, and the Kwarciane numbered some 12,000 men. In wartime, it could 
be quadrupled without difficulty. Much work was done on fortresses especially 
at Zamosc in the Italian style, at Danzig, Brody, and Wisnicz in the Dutch style, 
and at Kudak on the Dnieper by the French engineer, Beauplan. A school of the
oretical writing flourished, associated with the names dell'Aqua, Freytag, and 
Siemienowicz. In Stanistaw Zolkiewski (1547-1620), Crown-Hetman from 
1613, Jan Karol Chodkiewicz (1560-1621), Lithuanian Hetman from 1605, and 
Stanislaw Koniecpolski (1593-1646), Field Hetman of the Crown from 1618 and 
Grand Hetman from 1632, and Stefan Czarniecki (1599-1665), the Republic 
saw its most brilliant generation of field commanders.6 The Royal Fleet, never 
of much significance, was liquidated in 1641.7 

The Dnieper Cossacks were not tamed. On the contrary, they grew and mul
tiplied. Despite Bathory's establishment of the Register, they continued to live 
off the land, not only in the Ukraine but also deep into the Balkans and the 
Danube valley. In 1589, they crossed the Black Sea in their boats, and looted a 
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number of Turkish towns. In 1590, on the initiative of the Sejm, they were 
obliged to accept noble captains from the regular Polish army and were forbid
den to recruit fugitive serfs or swawolniki (hooligans). As a result, they quickly 
converted their Polish officers to their own ways, and added a touch of born 
leadership and professional training to their frequent rebellions. In 1591—3, 
Ataman Kosinski, a Polish nobleman from Podlasie, led a force of some 5,000 
men against the Ostrogski and Wisniowiecki estates in Podolia, and triggered 
off widespread peasant disturbances throughout the Ukraine. In 1595-6, 
Seweryn Nalewajko undertook a similar venture until he was caught and 
viciously executed in Warsaw. From these events, it was known that the colo
nizing activities of the great magnatial families were causing resentment on the 
steppes, and that the peasants of the Ukraine, recruited in the first instance by 
promises of 'sloboda' (freedom) and land, were not taking easily to the fashion 
for enserfment. But no cure was at hand. The size of the Cossack Register could 
never be agreed. The authorities wanted to indenture as many Cossacks as pos
sible, to keep them out of trouble and available for service, whilst the Cossacks 
insisted that the Register be kept to a minimum. The forays continued. In 1614, 
under Ataman Sahajdaczny, Trebizond and Sinope in Asia Minor were looted, 
and Istambul itself made to tremble. In 1629, the much-sung Stefan Chmielecki 
rounded up 80,000 Tartars at Monasteryszcze and captured the brother of the 
Khan. In 1635, the royal fortress at Kudak was razed. In 1637-8, when the Sejm 
had threatened 'to put idle Cossacks to the plough', the peasant Pawluk and the 
Ataman Hunia sett off in imitation of Kosinski and Nalewajko. They ended 
their careers in a similar gory fashion. Severe repression gained respite, but 
offered no final solution. Proposals to integrate the Cossacks into the political 
life of the Republic by offering them the status of nobles met with constant 
opposition in the Sejm. As one noble spokesman put it, 'the Cossacks are the 
finger-nails of our body politic. They tend to grow too long, and need frequent 
cutting.'8 

The unrest of the Cossacks was symptomatic of much deeper disease in the 
whole of the south-eastern lands. In the period of their attachment to the Grand 
Duchy, the palatinates of Ukraine lay beyond the easy reach of central govern
ment; after 1569, in the Korona, they were still left in large measure to the pri
vate administration of a few powerful families - the Koniecpolski, 
Wisniowiecki, Potocki, Kalinowski, Ostrogski. The population was still chron
ically insecure. The isolation of tiny oases of settlement along the scattered trails 
of the prairie, in lonely townships and monasteries, the constant raids of 
Cossacks and Tartars, the feuds of the lords, the great social and economic con
trasts dividing rancher-lords from runaway serfs and free peasant colonists, the 
rich ethnic mix of Ruthenians, Poles, and 'Romans', and not least, the growing 
religious differences of Orthodox, Uniate, Catholic, and Jew, all combined to 
foster a life of violence and turmoil. This was the last frontier of Europe, and no 
less rough or ready than its later counterpart in North America. Unlike the 
American West, however, the Polish East was open to outside intervention. The 
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people of the Ukraine were fiercely independent, and resentful of interference 
from the government. But if they so insisted on their independence that all 
means of common defence were destroyed, there were powers at hand which 
would interfere in a much more painful way. In this respect, the tragic fate of 
Ukraine in the seventeenth century provided a foretaste of the fate of the whole 
Republic in the eighteenth.9 

The Swedish connection obviously had its greatest impact on the conduct of for
eign policy. Here it turned the Republic in directions which might otherwise 
have been avoided. Despite his dethronement in 1599, Zygmunt III maintained 
his title to the Swedish throne. The claim was pursued until 1660. In a monar
chical age, it provided the legal pretext for the wars with Sweden. These auto
matically revived the old rivalry with Muscovy. The Muscovite wars in their 
turn were closely related to further campaigns against the Turks and Tartars. 

In Livonia, till Bathory's time, the principal contest had been that between the 
Poles and the Muscovites. After the expulsion of the Muscovites in 1582, it 
turned into a struggle between the Poles and the Swedes. Firmly established in 
the north of the province, in Estonia, and welcomed by the Protestant burghers 
and German nobility, the Swedes quickly tightened their grip. When the inter
nal crisis in Sweden was finally resolved, Charles IX decided to use Polish 
Livonia as a means of rewarding his supporters with lands and offices. Open 
warfare began in 1601, and continued intermittently for nearly thirty years. In 
1605, at Kirchholm near Riga, a Swedish force was cut to pieces by 
Chodkiewicz's Lithuanian hussars, and driven into the sea. But it soon returned 
in strength. The Republic was unable to spare the men to garrison this outlying 
territory, and every time its attention was distracted, the Swedes made progress. 
The decisive campaigns were fought by Gustavus Adolphus in 1617—22 — where 
the centre-piece was formed by the fall of Riga, on 26 September 1621 — and in 
1625—6, when the conquest of Livonia was completed.10 (See Map 18.) 

With Gustavus Adolphus (1611-32), the Lion of the North, Swedish ambi
tions were greatly magnified.11 Having through his Articles of War organized 
an army twice as numerous as the forces of the Republic from a population 
only one-fifth its size, he needed to fight to keep them fed and diverted. Having 
decided to intervene in the Thirty Years War in Germany, he first needed to 
secure a mainland base. In 1626, he shipped his army from Livonia to Prussia, 
and proceeded to seize the Baltic ports and to tap the Vistula trade for customs 
duties. Pilau (Pilawa), Braunsberg (Braniewo), Frauenberg (Frombork), Elbing 
(Elblag), and Oliwa were quickly reduced and their treasures sent to Sweden; 
but Danzig contrived to resist for the duration. For three years, a series of 
Polish counter-attacks made little impression on the splendidly fortified 
Swedish bases. The naval encounters were indecisive, although off Oliwa on 
28 November 1627, a Polish flotilla managed to drive off a Swedish squadron 
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and sink two of its ships. Fortunately for them, the Swedish flagship, the Vasa, 
was overturned by a squall in Stockholm harbour on her maiden voyage on 10 
August 1628. She never reached her intended destination in the Southern 
Baltic. Built by a Dutch shipwright, Henryk Hybertsson, she would have been 
one of the great vessels of the age, and was certainly superior to anything in 
the British, not to mention Polish, service at the time. Her displacement weight 
was 1,300 tons, and she carried sixty-four 24-pounder cannons on two gun 
decks. (The wreck was salvaged intact in 1961, and is now on display in 
Stockholm.)12 Another freak disaster almost overtook Gustavus Adolphus 
himself. Outside Marienwerder (Kwidzyn), on 27 June 1629, the Swedish King 
was surprised in open country and surrounded by the Polish cavalry. His 
swordbelt and scabbard, which he desperately unbuckled during the skirmish 
to free himself from the grasp of a Polish trooper, were later presented to 
Koniecpolski, and gave the Hetman one of the few satisfactions of the war. 
The Swedes were finally bought off at the Truce of Altmark, on 26 September 
1629. They were to keep all the Prussian ports, both royal and ducal, except 
Danzig, Puck, and Konigsberg, and to take a 3'/ per cent toll on the Vistula 
trade. With this, they could finance a large part of their expenses in the Thirty 
Years War, in which they now intervened in earnest. Peace was signed at 
Stumdorf (Sztumska Wies) on 12 September 1635. Sweden then returned the 
Prussian ports in exchange for the confirmation of her hold on Livonia. 
Wiadyslaw IV undertook to withhold his claim to the Swedish throne during 
the currency of the Peace, which was fixed at twenty-six years. 

The last great Swedish War proved equally ruinous to both sides.13 In 1655, 
the nephew of Gustavus Adolphus, Charles X, invaded the Republic without 
warning from two directions at once. Alarmed by the advance of the 
Muscovites, who in the previous year had taken the Dnieper Cossacks under 
their protection, he was determined to deny them any further scope. In the 
process, he provoked the Potop, 'the Deluge' - six years of the most deplorable 
confusion and destruction in Polish history. Without any clear advantage to 
himself, he broke the Republic's last resistance to its enemies in the eastern 
provinces, and made her the prey of a stream of foreign invaders, who promptly 
descended to pick up the bones. At first the Swedes carried all before them. On 
25 July, at Ujscie, the Wojewoda of Poznan, Krzysztof Opalinski, capitulated 
with the entire levee-en-masse of Wielkopolska. One month later, at Kejdany, 
the Grand Hetman of Lithuania, Janusz Radziwill, accepted a Swedish protec
torate over the Grand Duchy. The Polish Vasa, Jan Kazimierz, took refuge in 
imperial Silesia. The greater part of his army entered the Swedish service. 
Warsaw was occupied; Cracow was taken by siege; a large number of smaller 
towns and estates were burned and plundered. Resistance was reduced to the 
uncoordinated activities of peasant bands and to the miraculous defence of the 
fortified Pauline monastery of Jasna Gora, on the 'Bright Hill' of Czestochowa. 
At this, the Polish chronicles waxed very eloquent: 
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General Miiller, who had directed his forces against the monastery of Czestochowa, 
was now faced with a more severe task, for he was defying the Almighty . . . The 
monastery of Jasna Gora is consecrated to the Immaculate Virgin Mary, whose famous 
and miraculous icon is to be found there, painted on a board of cypress wood by Saint 
Luke the Evangelist himself. It was this icon, a source of great veneration and of 
immense treasure amassed from the offerings of three centuries, that inspired the enemy 
to lay the siege and to offset his war costs by plunder. The initiator of the enterprise 
was apparently a Czech, Jan Weihard, Count Vresovic, whom Miiller sent ahead with 
four thousand troops to frighten the monks by a demonstration of strength. Vresovic 
approached the monastery to a peal of trumpets, and rudely ordered that the gates be 
opened . . . But having met with a refusal based on religious arguments, the Swedes 
decided to apply force. 

After Vresovic . . . Miiller arrived from Wielun at the head of nine thousand infantry
men, and with a train of artillery. It was a formidable force, originally destined for the 
campaign in Prussia . . . But the fathers of Jasna Gora, called on again to admit a Swedish 
garrison, replied boldly that they were bound to God's service by their vows and that to 
surrender the ancient place of pilgrimage would be sacrilege. 

When negotiations brought no result, the Swedes began a violent bombardment of the 
walls. Then, in order to spread fear among the defenders, they started to hurl in blazing 
firebrands, setting the monastery's barn alight together with a great quantity of corn. 
Next, all around the monastery, they set up a camp with wooden palisades and gun 
emplacements. Miiller took the northern side, from which he tried to rush the defences. 
The southern side was held by the Landgraf of Hesse and Colonel Sadowski. But their 
attacks had little effect. The walls were banked with earth on the inside, and only a few 
bricks were displaced by the cannon. Before long, the defenders opened fire in reply. The 
aim of their gunners was so accurate, that after three hours the Swedes were obliged to 
pull back with great loss. Meanwhile, the inhabitants of houses adjacent to the 
monastery, where the enemy had found shelter, set their homes on fire, not counting the 
cost, and reduced them to dust. . . 

The Swedes renewed their attack on the 19th November, the Day of the Transfigura
tion of the Virgin. They had received six explosive mortars from Cracow, and a great 
store of ammunition. Their soldiers, fresh from nearby billets, went into battle with 
enthusiasm . . . The Gigantomachie, the official printed description of this siege, records 
that the bullets and missiles fell so thick on the church and tower that they seemed to be 
in flames. But the use of unnatural means did not succeed. The cannon-balls bounced off 
the walls and tiles or flew over the church roof, causing no damage. The artillerymen and 
pyro-technicians could not cope . . . Since many of them died horrible deaths, the enemy 
ascribed their failure to the work of evil spirits . . . But Miiller was most angered by the 
monks, who would climb to the top of the tower and in full choir pour down pious 
hymns on his soldiers. They made him a laughing-stock . . . 

Among the defenders were Stefan Zamoyski of the Roza clan, the Sword-bearer of 
Sieradz, and Piotr Czarniecki, cousin of [Stefan Czarniecki] . . . Over-all command was 
taken by the Prior of the monastery, Augustyn Kordecki, who also took great care of the 
artillery. Zamoyski commanded the infantry . . . 

Once when the Swedes had postponed their attacks on account of poor light, 
Czarniecki determined to deal them a nocturnal surprise. Sallying from the walls at the 
break of dawn at the head of sixty soldiers he crept right into the General's encampment, 
where he fell on the weary and somnolent Swedes with a sudden shout and a hail of 
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bullets . . . He caused immense slaughter, killing Count Horn, a notable military engin
eer, with his own hand . . . 

Yet Jasna Gora was not saved by men. The holy place was preserved by God, and 
more by miracles than by the sword. A thick mist screened the monastery from attack 
. . . Miiller himself saw a Lady in a shining robe on the walls, priming the cannon and 
tossing shells back in the direction from which they came . . . There were Swedes who 
froze stiff whenever they put their eye to the sights of their musket, and others whose 
cheeks stuck to the gunbarrel till the surgeon could cut them free . . . In the monastery, a 
grenade which landed and exploded in a baby's cradle did not hurt him, whilst in the 
Swedish camp six gunners were blinded by one single explosion . . . 

Before the siege began, the monks had hidden their silver in a nearby lake, thinking 
that it would be safe under the ice. But a lad from one of the Polish regiments serving with 
the Swedes, angling for fish through a hole, hauled up a catch of silver chalices. When 
Miiller ordered everything to be handed over, the Poles refused . . . In this way, dissen
sion was sown between the commander and his Command . . . 

Meanwhile, the winter set in, making siege operations most difficult. Miiller was furi
ous when he saw that an unsuccessful siege was ruining his reputation . . . His fine career, 
established in the long wars in Germany, now fell shamefully to pieces . . . He launched 
his last attack on Christmas Day, firing off all his guns in one salvo, and sending his entire 
army to storm the walls . . . But at that very moment, he suffered a fatal accident. He was 
eating breakfast in a fairly distant house, and cursing Jasna Gora with blasphemies, 
when suddenly an iron shot penetrated the wall, knocked all the plates, bottles, and 
glasses from the table, scattered the guests, and struck him in the arm . . . Miiller sent the 
defenders the following letter: 

'Reverend, Mighty and Noble Sirs! . . . What more can we do when you continue to 
confront my Gracious King with faces harder than stone? We magnanimously offer 
you two alternative means of salvation: either you surrender yourselves and your 
fortress to the protection of His Majesty, the King of Sweden . . . or else, after taking 
the oath of allegiance to Him, the monks and the nobility each pay a fine of 40,000 
thalers, to cover the costs and damage which this long siege has brought to the whole 
kingdom. If you should accept neither of these propositions, then we will measure 
your punishment to the extent of your obstinacy, which deserves the Stake of Buzyrod 
or the Bull of Perillus. 

Given in our camp, on 25 December, in the Year of Our Lord, 1655 . . .' 
At last, in the night before St. Stephen's Day, the Swedes started to drag the guns from 

their emplacements, to collect their equipment together, and to direct their wagons in the 
direction of Klobuck. The infantry and cavalry were the last to leave, at nine o'clock in 
the morning. Miiller was making for Piotrkow . . . Sadowski for Kalisz, Vresovic for 
Wielun, and the Duke of Hesse for Cracow. Having missed their expected morsel, they 
ground their teeth in anger, and were consumed with shame. 

Of course, no heretic will believe that cannon-balls were repulsed from the walls of 
Jasna Gora by supernatural means . . . But all that I have described is true, though 
Swedish chroniclers are silent about these events, suppressing at once their shame and 
. . . the need to praise God for the successful defence . . .14 

Thereafter, the Republic was resuscitated. The army returned to its duty. The 
tireless energy of Stefan Czarniecki began to turn the tide. The Swedes were dri
ven from Warsaw. Their Prussian allies were persuaded to defect, and their 
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Transylvanian imitators routed. In 1658-9, Czarniecki was free to attack 
Sweden from the Danish bases in Jutland. In that year Charles X died. On 3 May 
1660, at the Treaty of Oliwa, peace was concluded. In return for Elbling in 
Prussia and Dunebourg in Semigalia, Sweden kept the whole of Livonia. The 
Swedes abandoned all further claims on the Republic. Jan Kazimierz abandoned 
the traditional claim of his family to the throne of the Vasas. At this point the 
Republic's link with Sweden was formally severed. 

Thus, after a century of struggle, Semigalia and the Duchy of Courland were 
the only two parts of the former Teutonic state of Livonia which remained 
under Polish control. The former, known henceforward as 'Polish Livonia', was 
tacked on to the three coastal enclaves of the territory of Piltyn (Ventspils), and 
administered as an integral part of the Republic. The latter was left in the capa
ble hands of its Kettler dukes, as a joint fief of Poland and Lithuania. Its capital 
city of Mitau (Jelgava) and the port of Windau (Windawa) developed into 
important centres of trade and culture. The greatest of its dukes, Jakub Kettler 
(1638-82), was a prominent figure in Baltic politics, with important connections 
in Holland, and, as godson of James I, with England. He even branched out into 
colonial enterprises. In 1645 he bought the island of Tobago from the Dutch, 
and in 1651 established a trading-post on Fort James Island in Gambia, in West 
Africa. His activities were interrupted between 1655 and 1660 during the 
Swedish occupation of Courland, when he himself was held as a prisoner-of-
war. His descendants held the Duchy until 1737, when, with the Biren dynasty 
in power, it passed into the Russian orbit.15 

Throughout the long era of Swedish wars, the conduct of Muscovy was of 
constant importance. As shown both by the Livonian struggle and by the policy 
of Charles X, Moscow played a part in all calculations relating to the 
Polish-Swedish conflict. The Baltic power struggle was not just 'bi-polar'. It 
was triangular. Muscovy, Sweden, and Poland—Lithuania were all locked in the 
same three-sided arena. Each of the contestants had to shift its position contin
ually, to accommodate the changes occurring in the postures of the other two. 
When one of the powers was strong, the others had to consider combining to 
resist. When one was weak, both the others would compete to exploit it. This 
situation lasted from the start of the Livonian war in 1558 until the Treaty of 
Oliwa in 1660. After that, when the Polish side of the triangle had collapsed, 
Sweden was left facing Muscovy alone, and did so until the defeat of Charles XII 
by Peter the Great at Poltava in 1709. The introduction of the Republic into this 
complex involvement was one of the principal effects of the Vasa connection; 
and the only beneficiary in the end was Moscow. 

Hence in accordance with the laws of the triangle, the Republic's wars with 
Sweden were interlaced with related campaigns which each of them fought 
against Muscovy. In the case of the Republic, following Bathory's victories in 
1579-81, there were Muscovite wars in 1609-12 and 1617-19 during Moscow's 
'Time of Troubles'; in 1632—4 over Smolensk; and in 1654-67 in the Ukraine. 
The final round was fought in 1700-21 in the Great Northern War. 
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Unfortunately, the Time of Troubles in Muscovy is best known to the outside 
world in caricatures deriving from Russian folk-history or from the stage of the 
nineteenth-century opera: 

Second Act: Throne room of King Sigismund. The King is celebrating his victory. The 
Polish lords dream of occupying the rich Russian land . . . Carousing and confusion. 
Sigismund directs a posse of his knights to bar Minin from the road to Moscow, to take 
him prisoner, to destroy the villages and burn the towns - in short, to subjugate Russia.16 

In reality, matters were somewhat different. The idea that the Republic of 
Poland-Lithuania, with its modest military resources and creaking finances, 
could ever have contemplated 'occupying' or 'subjugating' the vastnesses of 
Russia is preposterous. The Polish commanders, and especially Zolkiewski, 
were consistently opposed to intervention; the Sejm was hostile towards inter
vention; and the King only gave way to intervention on two brief occasions.17 

The Poles were only able to intervene at all because powerful factions among the 
Muscovite boyars were pressing them to do so. And they had no clear plans 
about the future. Whatever modern Poles may care to believe to bolster their 
self-respect, there was never any war of conquest comparable to Napoleon's 
campaign of 1812. Polish operations amounted to nothing more than a series of 
minor adventures in a vast civil war. 

In the early stages of the Troubles, the Republic as such played no part what
soever. The first False Dmitri was privately managed by Jerzy Mniszek of 
Sambor, Wojewoda of Sandomierz. He was schooled by Polish Jesuits, who per
suaded the King to receive him at court and to smile on their devious schemes for 
the sake of Faith. When, in 1605, like some latter-day Lambert Simnel, he had 
actually been crowned in Moscow as the long-lost son of Ivan IV, his marriage 
to Mniszek's daughter, Maryna (1588-1614), took place by proxy in Cracow. In 
Zamoyski's opinion, it was 'a comedy worthy of Plautus or Terence'. It ended 
when the remains of the murdered pretender, trampled to pulp by the Muscovite 
mob, were fired to the four winds from a cannon on Red Square. 

Thereafter, the Second False Dmitri, the 'thief of Tushino', the Perkin 
Warbeck of the story, was adopted by yet another private consortium of Polish 
and Lithuanian adventurers including Alexander Lisowski, Prince Roman 
Rozynski, and Jan Sapieha, Starosta of Uswiat. It was they who recruited the 
dowager Maryna to the altar once more, and whose unruly retainers laid siege 
to Moscow from their camp at Tushino. It was they who inspired the memo
rable memorial tablet at the Troitsko-Sergievskiy monastery at Zagorsk: 
'THREE PLAGUES - TYPHUS, TARTARS, POLES.' Meanwhile, the 
Tsardom had been assumed by Prince Vasili Shuyski. Only at this point did the 
Polish Court begin to take an official interest. In the coup of 1606, at Shuyski's 
instigation, some five hundred Poles from Mniszek's entourage had been mas
sacred in Moscow. Worse still, Shuyski was putting out feelers for an alliance 
with Charles IX of Sweden. Zygmunt III spurned the constitutional niceties and 
the advice of the Sejm and decided to march - 'for the glory of the Republic'. An 
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expedition moved off in the autumn of 1609 under the command of the reluc
tant Zolkiewski. Its one precise aim was to recover the fortress of Smolensk. 
The siege was laid. But in the following July, after Zolkiewski's startling victory 
at Klushino, in which the combined Tsarist and Swedish armies were destroyed, 
unexpected developments occurred. Szujski was removed by a court rebellion. 
The Poles advanced to Moscow unopposed, and the assembled boyars invited 
Zolkiewski to protect them from the unbridled anarchy of the warring factions. 
In a treaty signed on 27 August, the boyars were to receive the rights and priv
ileges of the Polish szlachta, whilst the King's son, Prince Wladyslaw, was to be 
proclaimed Tsar. A Polish garrison under Alexander Gosiewski, Starosta of 
Wieliz, was installed in the Kremlin. All went by improvisation. With no precise 
instructions to hand, Zotkiewski was not to know that the King disapproved of 
his dispositions. Szujski was sent to Warsaw, to be paraded with his brothers in 
front of the Sejm before dying in detention at the castle of Gostyn. Both King 
and Zolkiewski returned to Poland. The predicament of the Polish garrison in 
the Kremlin deteriorated sharply. Isolated by the defection of their previous 
Russian sponsors, their efforts to defend themselves against the intrigues of one 
Lepunov, caused the Great Fire of 1611. The situation was described by 
Zolkiewski, whose Beginnings and Progress of the Muscovite War was written 
to justify his own conduct: 

Anxious to execute his scheme for clearing our men out of the city . . . and in league with 
people in Moscow who were favourable to his enterprise, Lepunov called out the Streltsy 
quietly at night, and concealed them in the houses of accomplices. There were also many 
Muscovites friendly to us who gave warning . . . for Lepunov himself was approaching 
the city . . . and a strong force of boyars had been assembled. They were a mile or two 
from the capital when our men caught sight of them. Thereon, our men resolved among 
themselves to set fire to the wooden-town and to the district inside the White Wall: to 
shut themselves inside the Kremlin and in Kitaygorod: and to attack the streltsy and any
one else they met. On the Wednesday before Easter they did so. Having been drawn up 
and marched out by regiments, they set fire to the wooden-houses. The Starosta of Wieliz 
himself went out by the gate on the right side, onto the ice of the river: Pan Alexander 
Zborowski with his regiment was in the centre: Colonel Marian Kazanowski on the left 
toward the White Wall: Pan Samuel Dunikowski next to him. The first to be killed was 
Prince Andrew Galitzin, who up to that point had been under guard . . . 

Although the Muscovites were shaken by our men's quick resolve and by the Fire, 
many of them sprang to arms, occupying the Gate and a great part of the White Wall. But 
Kazanowski attacked and drove them off. . . There was great slaughter among the press 
of human beings, and much weeping, with the cries of women and children, as at the Day 
of Judgement. Moreover, many men threw themselves into the flames together with their 
families, and were burned. Others decided to flee to the armies which they knew to be in 
the vicinity . . . 

On Holy Thursday, there was a report that Prince Dimitr Trubetskoi and Prince Vasili 
Massalsky were approaching with the other boyars . . . The Starosta of Chmielnik, and 
Zborowski, having selected part of their regiments, went out to meet them. Our men 
joined battle with the Muscovites only one mile from the city, and routed the entire force. 
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So Moscow burned, with much bloodshed and incalculable loss, for it was a large and 
rich city of great circumference. Indeed those who have been in foreign lands say that nei
ther Rome nor Paris nor Lisbon was so large. The Kremlin stood intact through every
thing; but Kitaygorod was robbed and plundered by the mob . . . The churches were not 
spared. The Church of the Blessed Trinity, which is held in summa veneratione by the 
Muscovites, and stands very marvellously constructed in the square almost in front of the 
Kremlin Gate, was stripped and plundered . . .18 

After that, the die was cast. The boyars abandoned their thoughts of Polish pro
tection, and widespread popular resistance began. Smolensk surrendered to the 
Poles after a two-year siege in June 1611. But in Moscow, the Polish garrison 
could not be saved, even by the approach of Chodkiewicz. Reduced to selling 
the Tsarist crown jewels for bread, they capitulated on 22 October 1612. Half 
of them were butchered on the spot. Four months later, the fifteen-year-old 
Michat Fyodorovitch Romanov, founder of the greatest Russian dynasty, was 
proclaimed Tsar. In Poland, the confederated army was demanding its back 
pay, and did not disperse till in 1614 it received a sixfold levy of the land-tax. A 
minor expedition, mounted in 1617—18 on Prince Wladyslaw's personal initia
tive, achieved nothing. The Truce of Dyvilino, signed on 3 January 1619 for 
fourteen and a half years, left Smolensk, Siewiersk, and Czernihow to the 
Republic; Wladyslaw undertook not to press his claim to the Tsarist throne. In 
terms of men killed and of money squandered, the Time of Troubles was almost 
as troublesome for the Republic as for Muscovy. 

War with Muscovy was resumed in 1632, when a large Muscovite force 
attacked Smolensk. Inspired by the call of the Ziemsky Sobor for vengeance, it 
was led by Michal Borisovitch Sheyn - the same general who had defended the 
city so bravely twenty years before. On this occasion when he failed to get 
results, he was hanged as a traitor. The Eternal Treaty, signed on 14 June 1634 
on the banks of the Polanovka River near Smolensk, repeated the territorial pro
visions agreed at Dyvilino. Wladyslaw IV, now confirmed by election in his 
Polish inheritance, was pleased to accept 200,000 roubles for relinquishing his 
claim to Tsardom. 

'Eternity' lasted only twenty years, however. In 1654, Moscow made its 
decisive bid for revenge. Tempted by the constant upheavals of the Ukraine, 
Tsar Alexi Mikhailovitch prepared his path by taking the Dnieper Cossacks 
under his protection. Then he attacked, and he kept attacking for the next 
twelve seasons. In this war, the Muscovites displayed that marvellous stamina 
which is one of the marks of their history. Despite a short break in 1657-8 
occasioned by the activities of the Swedes, they kept their double-handed 
stranglehold on the Republic in place, both in Lithuania and in the Ukraine. At 
the Truce of Andrusovo, on 3 January 1667, they reversed the provisions of 
1634 and took Kiev and the entire left-bank Ukraine under their control. These 
new terms were not confirmed till the next 'Eternal Treaty' of 1686, and were 
not ratified by the Republic until 1710. But for practical purposes, left-bank 
Ukraine became a dependency of Muscovy. The ancient Muscovite pretensions 
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to view their Grand Duchy as an 'Empire of Russia' were rapidly gaining real 
substance. 

Concurrent to the workings of the 'northern triangle', a 'southern triangle' 
was created by the presence of the Turks on the Black Sea coast. Here, the three 
sides of the arena were formed by the contiguous territories of the Republic, 
Muscovy, and the Ottoman Empire. In effect, the danger from this quarter 
rarely materialized. Preoccupied with their campaigns in the Danube valley and 
in Asia, the Turks usually left the fighting north of the Carpathians to their 
Crimean vassals. Year by year, throughout the Vasa period and beyond, the 
Crimean Tartars tried all the possible permutations in turn. They launched 
raids in the service of Muscovy against the Republic; raids in the service of the 
Republic against Muscovy; raids with the Cossacks or against the Cossacks; and 
raids on their own.19 

The short Turkish War of 1620-1 was the only occasion between 1498 and 
1672 when the Poles came into conflict with the main Ottoman Army directly, 
and that in consequence not of a Muscovite intrigue, but of a Transylvanian 
one. In 1618, Zygmunt III had sent some cavalry detachments to Vienna, to help 
his brother-in-law the Emperor against the attacks of Bethlen Gabor, Prince of 
Transylvania. It was Bethlen who intrigued with the Porte to stage a suitable 
response. In September 1620, Iskender-Pasha advanced against the Republic, 
and at Cecora on the Pruth inflicted a crushing defeat on the Poles, taking 
Hetman Koniecpolski into captivity and receiving the severed head of 
Zolkiewski on a pike. A year later, the fortunes of war were dramatically 
reversed. Sixty-five thousand Poles and Cossacks under Hetman Chodkiewicz 
and Ataman Sahajdaczny were surrounded in their camp at Chocim on the 
Dniester by an Ottoman army three times their number under the personal com
mand of Sultan Osman II. Their fate appeared to be sealed. The scene, and the 
later action, was recorded in the Latin memoirs of Jakub Sobieski (1588—1646), 
Wojewoda of Ruthenia, which in due course served to inspire Waclaw Potocki's 
Wojna okocimska (The War of Chocim), perhaps the most celebrated epic 
poem in Polish literature: 

White gleamed the hills by the banks of the Dniester 
(Like land all covered with fresh-fallen snow), 
As the Turk drew close, and with marvellous speed 
Arranged his pavilions in endless array . . . 
When Osman looked down and viewed our lines, 
Like a ravenous lion baring his claws, 
With bristling mane and quivering tail, 
Hungry for gore, he eyed his prey 
Which lay like a bison stricken on the plain . . . 
In their midst, the Janchar-aga in peacock plumes 
Sent his fiery regiments to the fore; 
Astride his white Arabian steed, 
In cloak of gold beneath a canopy of feathers, 
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Under the Ottoman bunchuk with its crescent moon, 
He blazed like a comet between the stars . . . 
Beside the janissaries, to left and right, 
We looked on wonders strange to our eyes, 
On fearsome elephants with trunks and pointed ivories: 
Each bore thirty archers in lofty towers . . . 
There stood the wondrous Moors, ranged in gloomy clouds. 
Out of their swollen lips and faces black as pitch 
Shined pearly tusks, as bright as ice, 
Like the sparks that glitter on a charred log. 
Here stood the Mamelukes in broad, white robes, 
Scattered across the field like a flight of swans 
Beside the ravens . . . 
And as for ordnance, they had surrounded their camp 
With cannon, which crowded the ditch and breastworks, 
Thundering beyond belief. Chodkiewicz himself, 
Our old commander, since he joined the trade of Mars 
Had never seen such mortars, that shook the very ground 
As they belched forth shot of wellnigh sixty pound.20 

The pride of the Turks preceded a great fall. Incessant attacks and bombard
ments throughout the month of September failed to dislodge the defenders, who 
were said to have fought to their last barrel of gunpowder. In October, like 
Tarnowski's men at Obertyn, the Polish cavalry rode out to the counterattack 
and broke the will of the besiegers. The Sultan sued for peace. Both sides real
ized that there was no real basis for hostility. The Sejm, which had paid out a 
record eightfold land-tax for the emergency, was persuaded to treat the Turks 
with greater circumspection. The King and his adventurous son were warned to 
avoid unnecessary military commitments. Henceforth, having made peace with 
the Turks, they also steered clear of the Thirty Years War, and left their 
Habsburg relatives to their own devices. 

Oddly enough, one of the most serious losses to the Republic in Vasa times 
was inflicted not by enemy action but by the diplomatic manoeuvres of a slip
pery vassal. Ever since 1525, the successors of Albrecht von Hohenzollern had 
sworn fealty to the Polish Crown for their Duchy of (East) Prussia, and had 
made annual contributions to the Crown Treasury and Army. At the same time, 
they had pursued a policy of dynastic aggrandizement of unrelenting single-
mindedness. In 1563, five years before his death, Duke Albrecht had arranged 
for his co-enfeoffment together with Joachim II Hohenzollern of Brandenburg-
Anspach, thereby securing the reversion of the fief within the family. In 1577, the 
Brandenburgers had bought the wardship over Duke Albrecht's grandson from 
King Stefan Bathory, thereby establishing a regime which continued during their 
ward's long illness and insanity. This was the state of affairs inherited by the 
Vasas. Finally in 1614, Johann Sigismund of Brandenburg, who was married to 
the heiress of the Prussian line, succeeded in uniting both parts of the family's 
inheritance in his own person. Yet it was not until two generations later that 
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Friedrich Wilhelm (1620-88), the Great Elector, could rise above mere provin
cial distinction. Thrust into responsibility as a youth of twenty, and swept from 
Berlin by the tides of the Thirty Years War, he cultivated his Polish connections 
and swore allegiance both to Wladyslaw IV and to Jan Kazimierz. But in 1648 
at the Treaty of Westphalia, he was emboldened by the grant of numerous small 
territories, including a sliver of Eastern Pomerania, and was encouraged to take 
an active part in the subsequent Northern War. In 1656 at the Treaty of Labiau, 
he persuaded the Swedes to recognize his claim to independent status as the 
price for deserting his Polish suzerain. A few months later, he persuaded the 
Polish negotiators to confirm his independence as the price for deserting the 
Swedes. Having obtained formal release from his feudal obligations to Poland 
at the Treaty of Wehlau (Welawa) on 19 October 1657, he then withheld his 
vote in the imperial election until the prospective candidate, Leopold of Austria, 
had released Brandenburg from its jurisdictional subordination to the Empire. 
Every step was immaculately timed so as to leave the new principality of 
Brandenburg-Prussia as one of the principal beneficiaries of the Peace of Oliwa. 
Two hundred years after the partition of the Teutonic State, the Great Elector 
restored Prussian sovereignty, largely at the expense of the Vasas' Polish 
kingdom. 

In the last two decades of the Vasa Era, in the sorry reign of Jan Kazimierz, all 
the existing strands of internal and external conflict were suddenly twisted 
together into a web of strangulating complexity. Cossacks, Tartars, 
Muscovites, Swedes, Prussians, and Transylvanians were drawn one by one into 
a tightening mesh involving traitorous magnates, rebellious soldiers, religious 
dissenters, and international plotters. Jan Kazimierz himself was hardly to 
blame. He was a serious and dutiful monarch who succeeded his elder brother 
at the age of thirty-nine. Having served as a volunteer in the Habsburg Army, he 
was experienced in military affairs; and, as a Jesuit novice and aspirant cardi
nal, he was no stranger to the religious politics of the age. As a prisoner and 
hostage of the French, he knew the perils of international relations at first hand. 
Yet he had been personally associated with his brother's rapprochement with 
the French court, and was destined to accept his brother's French widow, 
Marie-Louise de Gonzagues, in marriage.21 On the surface, all was set fair for a 
prosperous reign. Underneath, an eruption of volcanic proportions was brew
ing. It all began with the last and greatest of the Cossack rebellions, launched in 
the winter of 1647-8 by Bogdan Chmielnicki (1595-1657).22 (See Map 19.) 

The horrors and the pointless waste of the next twenty years were underlined 
by the fact that they followed one of the most temperate decades in the 
Republic's history. The shock was magnified by the preceding calm. Wladyslaw 
IV, ruling since 1632, had contrived to stay aloof from most of Europe's trou
bles. The Peace of Polanow (1634) with Muscovy, and the Peace of Stumsdorf 
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(1635) with Sweden, settled the main outstanding conflicts. The Vistula Trade 
flourished. Religious discord was soothed, and in 1635 the King invited the var
ious denominations to reconcile themselves in a public 'conversation of love'. In 
the Ukraine after the pacification of 1638, there followed a golden decade of 
quiet. Such was the illusion of well-being that in his address to the Sejm in 1646 
the Chancellor, Jerzy Ossolinski, could boast how 'the Poles have planted on 
our open plains a free kingdom which is bounded only by the wall of love and 
common trust between the estates.' 

By this time, however, it was also known through Koniecpolski's spies that 
the Cossacks were treating with the Khan of Crimea. It was not considered 
unduly dangerous. Indeed, the King took it as a splendid opportunity for a final 
reckoning with the Tartars and with the preoccupied Turks. He called a dele
gation of Cossack leaders to Warsaw, among them Chmielnicki, drew them into 
his confidence, confirmed their ancient privileges, and prepared them for a joint 
expedition against the infidels. What went wrong thereafter is not entirely clear. 
The King's Turkish expedition was opposed in the Sejm. Koniecpolski, the one 
man who might have led it with success, died. Jarema Wisniowiecki, Wojewoda 
of Ruthenia, decided to lead it himself. In 1647, in defiance of both King and 
Sejm, and at the head of 26,000 men raised from his own plantations, he 
marched towards the Crimea. Chmielnicki was outraged, deeply betrayed by 
the abrogation of his agreement with the King. So, instead of joining the expe
dition to the Crimea, he attacked it. Instead of fighting the Tartars, he called 
them to his aid, and set off in search of justice. 

The rebellion of Bogdan Chmielnicki produced effects far exceeding its orig
inal aims. Marching westward from the Cossack sich (their main camp or set
tlement) on the Dnieper, he won two signal engagements against the armies of 
the Republic, at Zotte Wody and at Korsun, and approached the Vistula. He 
seems to have had no clear intention except that of pressing his grievances and 
those of the Cossacks on the King in person. In all his early correspondence, he 
signed himself under the title of 'Hetman of His Gracious Majesty's 
Zaporozhian Host ' . But the sudden death of the King in May 1648 left him 
stranded, and his failure to reach agreement with Jan Kazimierz, whose election 
he had supported, obliged him to fight on. Meanwhile, the ungoverned 
Ukrainian provinces were ravaged by rampant peasant bands and by the savage 
reprisals of the magnates headed by Wisniowiecki. These killings closed the 
door to compromise. On 29-30 June 1651 at Beresteczko, Chmielnicki was 
routed. Driven back towards the Dnieper, he looked round for assistance. 
Inevitably, his plight alerted the Muscovites, and in January 1654, at Perejaslaw, 
he swore an oath of allegiance to Tsar Alexei Michailovitch. That same spring, 
the armies of the Tsar invaded the Republic on two fronts. In turn, the 
Muscovite invasion alarmed the Swedes. In 1655, the Swedish King, Charles X, 
descended on the Republic from Pomerania and Livonia. His operations 
provoked the intervention in 1656 of the Great Elector of Brandenburg-Prussia, 
followed in 1657 by George Rakocsi, Prince of Transylvania. These were the 
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years of The Deluge. Towards the end of the decade, Poland's military fortunes 
revived. In May 1660 all fighting in the West was stopped by the Peace of Oliwa, 
although in the east the Tsar continued to campaign. 

The strains of incessant war caused internal inflammations. Attempts by the 
King to remedy constitutional and financial defects led first to conflict with the 
Sejm, and then to civil war. The nobility rejected proposals for majority voting, 
for an election vivente rege and for a central Treasury. Their leader Jerzy 
Lubomirski, Marshal of the Crown, was pushed into treasonable contacts with 
Austria, and eventually to open mutiny. From 1661-7, the King vainly con
fronted first the military leagues and then the armies of the Rokosz. At Matwy, 
on the borders of Silesia, on 13 July 1666 he met defeat. The Crown forces were 
fought to a standstill. Jan Kazimierz resigned from his political plans, and 
received Lubomirski's submission. In 1667, Lubomirski left for voluntary exile 
in Breslau. In the east, at the Truce of Andrusovo, the Muscovites were able to 
strike a hard bargain. In 1668, Jan Casimir abdicated, and retired to France. 
What Chmielnicki had started, Lubomirski and the Tsar completed. 

In this light, it may seem odd that historians have tried to connect 
Chmielnicki's Rebellion with contemporary events in England, France, and 
Spain.23 Some maintain that he formed part of a vast international conspiracy. 
For that, beyond the fact that he is supposed to have visited Paris and to have 
corresponded with Cromwell, there is no evidence. Others relate him to some 
general 'European crisis'. Yet none of the suggested hypotheses can be made to 
fit all the events in question. The concept of a 'national rising' is apt enough for 
Portugal and Catalonia. It is largely irrelevant to the English Civil War and to 
the 'Fronde' in France. In the Republic, it is less convincing as an explanation of 
Chmielnicki's activities, than of widespread resistance in central and western 
parts to the Swedes. The concept of a 'social revolution', too, is problematical. 
In the case of the Republic it cannot be ignored completely. The peasantry of the 
Ukraine certainly did participate in the Rebellion whilst elsewhere they acted on 
their own accord in repelling the foreign invaders. Yet it seems they were 
inspired by Chmielniecki malgre lui. Neither the Cossacks, nor the Tartars, nor 
the King, nor least of all the Tsar of Muscovy, had any intention of emancipat
ing the serfs. It can be argued, of course, that the peasants rose in desperation 
against the inexorable advance of serfdom. If so, it must be admitted that their 
'revolution' was a total failure. Despite the secession of the Ukraine, the 
progress of enserfment in Eastern Europe continued unabated. Perhaps in the 
concept of some generalized 'constitutional crisis of the modern state', one 
might find some threads of over-all relevance. As elsewhere, the relationship in 
the Republic between the central government and the peripheral regions was 
put to a severe test. The ancient representative institutions were incapable of 
resolving the torrent of new social and political problems. In the Republic, it 
was an obvious source of tension that the Cossacks were denied ennoblement, 
and that the Orthodox and Uniate bishops were excluded from the Senate. But 
here, if one accepts the constitutional theory, one is bound to relegate 
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Chmielnicki's role to that of an angry passer-by who happened to blunder into 
the already tottering structure of the state by accident. 

The destructive effects of the Rebellion are undeniable. For the Republic as a 
whole, it precipitated a process of decline which was never successfully reversed. 
For all the Republic's citizens, it provoked an orgy of destruction of life and 
property commensurate to that of the Thirty Years War in Germany. For the 
Jews and Protestants it brought bloodshed and persecution on an unprece
dented scale. The scattered and defenceless Jewish settlements attracted the 
wrath not only of Chmielnicki's Cossacks and of the peasant bands, but also of 
the Tsar's army. The entry of the Muscovite soldiery into Wilno on z8 July 1655 
was attended by the indiscriminate slaughter of its remaining inhabitants. The 
death-toll of some twenty thousand persons included a large proportion of 
Jews. The total number of Jewish casualties in the period 1648-56 has been put 
at 56,000; the over-all decrease in the Jewish community through death, flight, 
and destitution approached 100,000. 

Chmielnicki's reputation largely derives from the scale of these catastrophes, 
rather than from any practical achievement. He is claimed by a number of com
peting interests. In Ukrainian history, as 'Khmel'nyts'kyy', he appears as a pio
neer of national liberation. In Soviet Russia, as 'Khmyel'nitskiy', he is 
remembered as a Moses who led his people's exodus from Polish bondage 
towards the great Russian homeland. In the Valhalla of Marxist and sociologi
cal heroes, he is presented as a champion of social conscience and protest. He 
was none of these things. He was a deserter from the army of the Republic where 
he had obtained the rank of pisarz or 'scribe', and the son of an officer who had 
fought at Chocim in 1621. He harboured a deep, personal, and understandable 
grudge against Jarema Wisniowiecki, whose men had assaulted his property; 
and he gravitated to the Sich as the natural haven for all such fugitives and mal
contents. Then, having failed to obtain redress by his initial resort to force, he 
had no alternative but to fight to the end. Otherwise, he would have been 
hanged as a traitor. The sparks of his resistance fired a conflagration whose 
spread he could not possibly have foreseen. Soon, in the Ukraine, his Cossacks 
would be fighting for their own survival against their Muscovite protectors. In 
1657, by the Treaty of Hadziacz, their leaders sought to reincorporate the 
Ukraine into the Republic as an autonomous duchy. But it was too late. Their 
rebellion had so encumbered the Republic with other, more pressing problems, 
that it was unable to help. The Cossack horse, having thrown its Polish rider, 
was now to be bridled by a far more demanding master. And by that time, 
Chmielnicki himself was dead. Like the Polish insurrectionaries of the nine
teenth century, Chmielnicki's main achievement was to have brought the prob
lems of his homeland to the attention of the world at a time when they were 
largely ignored and neglected. 

Ten years later in 1667, that other great rebel, Jerzy Lubomirski lay dying. He 
complained of a headache. 'Those that live by the head', he sighed, 'must die 
by the head.' It was a fitting comment on the state of the Republic to whose 
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discomfiture he had so conspicuously contributed. This Republic, with its fine 
ideals of unanimity and personal freedom, was run on the most delicate under
standing between king and citizens. If it was to work at all, it had to be led by 
intelligent men. It had no reserves of power, no means of coercing the unrea
sonable rebel. When intelligence gave way to brute force, it threatened to 
collapse. As with Lubomirski, a 'headache' could prove fatal. 

In 1672, Jan Kazimierz died a lonely death in exile, in a monastery at Nevers-
sur-Loire in Central France. His heart was preserved in a casket in St. Germain-
des-Pres in Paris. His body was brought back to Cracow for burial. One of the 
few lasting reminders of his sorry reign were the coins minted in the 1660s by 
Boratini and Tymff. Each of these Masters-of-the-Mint had produced wonder
ful schemes for curing the Republic's ills at a stroke. Both turned out to be 
incompetents, if not plain swindlers, whose debased productions plagued every
day life for the next hundred years. Boratini obtained a royal licence to mint 
copper shillings worth one-third of a grosz. In 1660-6, he produced over 900 
million of them, flooding the market and causing untold chaos. In succeeding 
years, the value of these 'boratynki' slumped from 90 to the zloty, to 800. 
Tymff's scheme was to mint silver zloties, whose value was to be arbitrarily 
equated with that of the gold ducat. His coins contained only 13 of the stated 30 
groszy's worth of pure silver. On the reverse side, they carried the King's mono
gram, I.C.R. - lohannes Casimirus Rex. When people learned what their coins 
were really worth, the name of the last of the Vasas was taken as a symbol of 
corruption and debasement. Henceforth his initials were universally known in 
a new interpretation - I.C.R. - INITIUM CALAMITATIS REGNI: 'The Start 
of the Kingdom's Calamity.'24 
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MICHAL: 

The Austrian Candidate (1669-1673) 

The Wisniowiecki (Vyshnyevyetskyy), the 'Lords of Cherry Village', possessed 
one of the most redoubted names of the Ukraine. The protoplast of the clan, 
Dymitr Wieniowiecki (d. 1563), half Ruthenian, half Romanian, had founded 
the first Cossack sich at Chortyca on the Dnieper. He died on the hook in 
Istambul, having been captured by the Turks for piracy. His son signed the 
Union of Lublin. His grandson led the notorious expedition to Moldavia in 
1616. His great-grandson, Prince Jarema Wisniowiecki (1612-51), Wojewoda of 
Ruthenia, the chief enemy of Bohdan Chmielnicki, was one of the most colour
ful and controversial figures of Polish history. In that most popular of all Polish 
historical novels, Ogniem i mieczem (By Fire and Sword) of Henryk 
Sienkiewicz, he appears as a rumbustious nobleman, fighting for the Republic 
and punishing the Cossacks and the Tartars with calculated severity. In the eyes 
of other commentators, he was a common bandit, a despoiler of widows, a turn
coat, a traitor. Wherever the full truth may lie, one cannot deny that he was 
involved in some acts of sensational cruelty, and also that he was popular 
enough among his peers.1 Over the previous century, the Wisniowiecki family 
had amassed one of the great fortunes of the Republic, wrested from the virgin 
lands beyond the Dnieper, worked by some 230,000 serfs, and defended by one 
of the fiercest of private armies. In the prevailing circumstances, one might well 
have expected them to produce a challenger for the throne. No one would have 
expected them to produce a nonentity like Michal Korybut Wisniowiecki 
(1640-73), Prince Jarema's son, the reserve candidate of an Austrian electoral 
intrigue, the unwitting pawn of ambitious supporters. This mountain of a fam
ily brought forth a royal mouse. 

The reign of Michal Korybut lasted barely four years. In this time, a few 
salient events occurred in the Republic. First, in July 1669, the King was elected, 
virtually by mistake. Second, in July 1670 in celebration of the French party's 
defeat, he married the Archduchess Eleonora of Habsburg. Having greeted his 
bride on the Silesian frontier, he led the bridal party to the ancient cloister of 
Jasna Gora, where the wedding took place in the company of the Nuncio, the 
Empress, and the Senate. The wedding breakfast was recorded for posterity by 
the Nuncio with obvious relish: 
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After the singing of the Te Deum before the miraculous icon of Our Lady and to the 
strains of an orchestra, the young couple made their way with their retinues to a 
magnificently decorated suite of rooms in the monastery . . . At the banquet on the fol
lowing day, the dishes were served in such abundance that it is hard to say whether they 
caused greater hardship for the servants who had to carry them than for the guests who 
had to contemplate eating them. The menu called for three hundred pheasants, five thou
sand brace of partridge, six thousand brace of turkeys, six thousand calves, four hundred 
oxen, four thousand sheep and at least as many lambs, one hundred stags, five salmon, 
two thousand hares, and several dozen wild boars. Afterwards, a great quantity of fruit 
and preserves was handed round, and at the end, tables were set out carrying sweets con
structed into pyramids and colossi. Then, with the banquet finished, the King at the head 
of six Senators, and the Queen at the head of her ladies, launched into a Polonaise, mak
ing two complete circuits of the room . . .2 

Third, later that year, the Prussian ambassador organized a raid in Warsaw to 
recapture a fugitive citizen of Konigsberg called Kalkstein. Fourth, in 1672 the 
second Turkish war began with the invasion of Podolia by Sultan Muhammad 
IV. The fortress of Kamieniec Podolsk was captured, and its cathedral turned 
into a mosque. Fifth, on 16 October 1672, at Buczacz near Tarnopol, the royal 
envoys signed a treaty of capitulation. All districts of the Ukraine still left to 
Poland by the Truce of Andrusovo were signed away to the Turks. An annual 
tribute of 22,000 gold ducats was to be paid. Sixth, both meetings of the Sejm in 
this shameful year were cut short - once by the Liberum Veto and once by the 
voice of a determined lady. A certain Kunicka, who claimed to have been 
wronged by a Senator, entered the senatorial chamber of the Royal Palace in 
Warsaw to seek redress in person, and to demand execution of a court order 
providing for the surrender of her fugitive serfs. Angered by a long debate as to 
whether the king should be allowed to wear a French perruque in public, she 
launched into a tirade from the gallery: 

Marshal of the Sejm: Don't interrupt, Dear Madam: we are taking counsel on the defence 
of the frontiers . . . 
Pani Kunicka: What's the defence of the frontiers to me, when the conduct of Your 
Palatine there is worse than the Tartar Horde . . .?3 

The offending Palatine was exposed, and paid 2,000 zl. ex nunc and surrendered 
one serf.4 Seventh, the Austrian and the French factions among the nobility 
formed armed confederations to press their rival policies against the vacillating 
King.5 

On all these occasions, the textbooks underline what the King did not do. He 
exercised no control over the magnates, the Army, the Turks, his wife, or the 
Nuncio. It is very difficult to learn how exactly he occupied his mind. He died 
on 10 November 1673 from a surfeit of gherkins, presumably in his prime. 
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SOBIESKI: 

Terror of the Turk (1674-1696) 

'Sobieski' is one of the very few names from Polish History to be widely known 
in the world at large. He has been eulogized by contemporaries and by histori
ans alike. According to John Milton, he was 'the first of the Polanians to show 
that the terrible, main Battalion of the Turk might be broken at one stroke.' His 
military skill was specially praised by Clausewitz. A household word in Poland, 
he has been remembered throughout Europe as a king who saved the Empire 
and Christendom from the Infidel. For this very reason, it is not easy to discuss 
the face behind the mask of glory, or, more importantly, to describe the prob
lems of a kingdom overshadowed by the feats of its king.1 

Jan III Sobieski (1629-96) was born at Olesko, near Lwow, the second son of 
Jakub Sobieski, Wojewoda of Ruthenia, and of Maria Daniltowicz. He received 
his Latin education at the Nowodworski Gymnazium in Cracow and at the 
Jagiellonian University, and in 1646—8 departed on a Grand Tour which took 
him to Paris, London, and Amsterdam. In 1652, on the death of his elder 
brother, he stepped into the combined inheritance of three great families - the 
Sobieski, the Zotkiewski, and the Daniltowicz. But from early manhood he 
chose a military career; whilst his wealth and connections gave easy access to 
court, diplomacy, patronage, and politics. He first joined the army in 1648, and 
fought throughout the dozen years of Chmielnicki's Rebellion and the Swedish 
'Deluge' under the orders of Jerzy Lubomirski and of Stefan Czarniecki. For 
seven months between August 1655 and March 1656, together with many 
deserted royal officers, he accepted a colonel's commission under Charles X. He 
first joined an embassy, to Constantinople, in 1654; was first presented at court 
in 1655; and was first elected as an envoy to the Sejm in 1659. Thereafter his pro
motions succeeded each other in steady procession. In 1665 he received the 
wand of the Grand Marshal, in 1666 the dignity of the Field Hetman, and in 
1668 the supreme military honour, the baton of the Grand Hetman of the 
Crown. In the reign of Michal Korybut, he spent his time warring against the 
Turks. His astonishing annihilation of an entire Ottoman Army under Hussein 
Pasha, on the site of Chodkiewicz's earlier victory at Chocim on the Dniester, 
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occurred on the day following the King's death. Three months later, he entered 
Warsaw in triumph in the middle of the electoral Sejm, and was acclaimed King 
with very little opposition. With the exceptions of the battles of Batoh in 1652, 
where his brother Marek was killed, and of Matwy in 1666, where he had faced 
his old patron and commander, Lubomirski, he had rarely encountered defeat. 
Few monarchs, and certainly no hereditary monarch, have ever acceded to the 
throne with so many advantages or such wide experience. 

As with Bathory almost one hundred years before, the King's personality 
dominated political life to a remarkable degree. It was observed, admired, and 
described by the English divine, the Revd Robert South, who visited Poland in 
person: 

The king is a very well spoken prince, very easy of access, and extreme civil, having most 
of the qualities requisite to form a complete gentleman. He is not only well versed in all 
military affairs, but likewise, through the means of a French education, very opulently 
stored with all polite and scholastic learning. Besides his own tongue, the Sclavonian, he 
understands the Latin, French, Italian, German and Turkish languages; he delights much 
in natural history, and in all the parts of physic. He is wont to reprimand the clergy for 
not admitting the modern philosophy, such as Le Grand's and Cartesius's, into the uni
versities and schools. 

As to what relates to his Majesty's person, he is a tall and corpulent prince, large-
faced, and full eyes, and goes always in the same dress with his subjects, with his hair cut 
round about his ears like a monk, and wears a fur cap, but extraordinary rich with dia
monds and jewels, large whiskers (i.e. moustaches) and no neck-cloth. A long robe hangs 
down to his heels in the fashion of a coat, and a waistcoat under that of the same length, 
tied close about the waist with a girdle. He never wears any gloves, and this long coat is 
of strong scarlet cloth, lined in the winter with rich fur, but in summer only with silk. 
Instead of shoes he always wears both abroad and at home Turkey leather boots with 
very thin soles, and hollow deep heels made of a blade of silver bent hoop-wise into the 
form of a half-moon. He carries always a large scimitar by his side, the sheath equally flat 
and broad from the handle to the bottom, and curiously set with diamonds.2 

Sobieski's confidence was undoubtedly heightened by the rewards of an intense, 
unusually successful, and sometimes stormy marriage. For from 1665, he was 
married to the most sensational woman at Court - Marie-Casimire de la Grange 
d'Arquien, universally known in Poland as 'Marysienka'. Their remarkable 
partnership can only be compared to that of their younger contemporaries, and 
equals in love, war, and politics - John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, and 
Sarah Jennings. 

In its own way, the personality of Marysienka (1641-1716) was equally 
remarkable, and equally active at the centre of the web of politics. She had come 
to Poland at the age of four, in the suite of the French Queen, Marie-Louise. She 
was the daughter of a Captain in the French Guard and of the Queen's former 
governess (although rumour hinted that she was really the Queen's bastard by 
one of her former lovers, Gaston d'Orleans or the unlucky Cinq-Mars). 
Throughout their married life, she was Sobieski's intimate companion, the 
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confidante of his deepest thoughts, the inspiration of his prowess. Yet to the end, 
she exercised the right of feminine caprice, and an intriguing mind of her own. 
She had known Sobieski since her girlhood, but she did not betray any personal 
interest in him until she was married at the age of twenty to the ageing Jan 
Zamoyski, grandson of the former Chancellor. Thereafter, their relationship 
developed into a 'grande affaire' within the 'Grande Affaire' of Jan Kazimierz's 
French court. They were secretly married in May 1665 before the body of her 
late husband was buried, on the painful condition that Sobieski accept the office 
of Marshal from the deposed Lubomirski. They had several children; both sons 
and daughters, whose interests were invariably interpreted by the Queen in an 
opposite manner from the King. Most interestingly from the historian's view
point, whenever public affairs kept them apart they conducted a lengthy corre
spondence. Sobieski's marvellous Listy do Marysienki (Letters to Marysienka) 
constitute a prime source for his career. Through the welter of Gallicisms, and 
of conspiratorial pseudonyms - among which for 'Celadon' read Sobieski, and 
for 'Astree' read Marysierika - it is possible to enter into the King's innermost 
feelings: 

c. 14 VII1665 

Mon cceur, mon ante et mon tout! 
Having ridden throughout the night we halted at the very dawn, just a third of a mile 

now from His Majesty the King and the army. M. Palatin de Cracovie will probably join 
us tomorrow for he is just four miles from His Majesty [the King]. There are very few 
mounted regiments with the King and [there is] no sign of the newly hired mercenaries. 
All my troops, graceful God, were here and they have already sworn their allegiance to 
the King. There was news that Lubomirski has already passed Szczebrzeszyn; I think then 
that all this will not now go on for long. We shall soon see God's design. 

We have suffered unbelievable incommodite on the way without any provisions what
soever. Such barrenness it is impossible to imagine. I do not know for the life of me nor 
can I imagine what we can possibly eat here in the camp. I hope to see His Highness the 
King in three hours and derive fresh information. 

My servants have forgotten my black travelling chest without which I am as a man 
without an arm. Seek out an occasion and send it on to me as soon as possible, by the 
Duke of Leipzig unless he has already left. I have the keys. 

I remain as I have been throughout the journey in great melancholy sustained by those 
words of Astree on our separation when she promised to reward that unslept night with 
love, which I entreat you to bear in your memory. Celadon has well merited that he be loved 
and endowed with complaisance from time to time. He, if God grants his health improve, 
will strive with every means to seek no greater or more loved beauty than that of his Aurore 
to whom, kissing a millionfold, he bids farewell and swears that while thete is life in his 
body he will be her most faithful servant and that which God has wished him to be. 

Thank the Master of the Royal Hunt for the horses and for all his favours without 
which I should have been severely mal accomode. I undertake to repay his every con
venience.1 

In Sobieski's style, which impressed itself so firmly on the conduct of public 
affairs, the 'oriental tradition' held pride of place. Sobieski belonged to a fraternity 
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of magnates from the south-eastern provinces whose interests, training, and atti
tudes were quite distinct. Especially in the seventeenth century, these easterners 
were preoccupied with the problems of the adjacent Ottoman world to a degree 
which in Warsaw, Cracow, or Danzig would have appeared obsessive. What is 
more, by virtue of their exceptional landed fortunes, unrivalled in any other part 
of the Republic, and of their vast private military establishments, they were able to 
impose their own concerns on the political life of the state as a whole. Perhaps the 
best example of this class was Tomasz Zamoyski (1594-1638), Wojewoda of Kiev, 
and briefly, like his more illustrious father, Crown Chancellor. Having acquired 
vast estates in the region of Braclaw, he was trained from childhood in oriental 
affairs. A friend of the Crimean Khan, Izlam Girej, who had spent a period of cap
tivity at Zamosc, he had a fluent command of Turkish, Tartar, Arabic, and 
Persian. He turned his father's Academy into a centre of oriental studies under its 
learned rector, Jan Iwaszowicz, and Zamosc itself, with its Armenian and Jewish 
colonies and its Persian carpet manufactory, into a hub of the eastern trade. He 
was the father of Marysiefika's first husband.4 Sobieski grew up in similar sur
roundings. He was born in a thunderstorm during a Tartar raid. His maternal 
grandfather, Hetman Zolkiewski, and his brother, were both beheaded on the bat
tlefield by Tartars; and his uncle, Stanislaw Danillowicz, died in Tartar captivity. 
He could not but be profoundly affected by the family vault at Zolkiew, and its 
tombs of heroes, and its inscription: O quam dulce et decorum est pro patria mori. 
In 1653, he voluntarily submitted himself as a hostage in Bakhchisaray; in 1654, he 
was in Istanbul; in 1657, he commanded the Republic's Tartar auxiliaries. No one 
was more experienced in, or fascinated by the ways of the East than he. The ori
ental tradition manifested itself in many forms. It inspired an exaggerated aware
ness of the Republic's Catholicity, justifying anything and everything in terms of 
the defence of Christendom. It inspired the fashionable dress and manners of the 
day, making Turkish saddles, Tartar haircuts, and Persian rugs part of the equip
ment of any self-respecting nobleman. It encouraged a conservative outlook on 
social problems, stressing the individual's necessary submissiveness to Divine Will 
and to an unchanging social order. It confused the direction of foreign affairs by 
neglecting developments in Muscovy, Scandinavia, and Prussia, and by interpret
ing the Republic's interest exclusively in terms of the Muslim menace. Most 
significantly, it assumed that war prosecuted habitually and unremittingly, was the 
chief and proper means of asserting the integrity and honour of the state. 

Military affairs loomed large, therefore, partly from the King's natural incli
nations and partly from the pressure of external events. As from 1676, both the 
organization and the equipment of the army were reformed. In the infantry, the 
number of pikemen was drastically reduced; the musketeers were rearmed with 
short axes, which served simultaneously as musket stands. In the cavalry, the 
dragoons were enlarged; the Cossack regiments were issued with chain mail, 
being classified thereafter as 'armoured cavalry'; the light Tartar Horse was 
issued with short lances. Special attention was paid to the mobility of the 
artillery. All these changes were intended to provide fuller support for the strike-
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force of heavy Hussars - Sobieski's favourite department, and the agent of all 
his greatest victories. The defensive arms - of engineers, sappers, and siege-
layers - tended to be neglected. The army establishment had been fixed since the 
reign of Jan Kazimierz at 12,000 men for the Crown and 6,000 for the Grand 
Duchy. It was now raised to 36,000 and 18,000 respectively, within the frame
work of the permanent cadres. Great emphasis was laid on the contributions of 
the magnates' private armies. In this, Sobieski led by his own example, dispens
ing his personal fortune in the service of the state without hesitation. He 
belonged to a class who mistrusted the growth of state power and counted more 
on the loyalty and generosity of wealthy noblemen. As a result, little was done 
to improve the system of military finance. Expenses were assigned to the 
provinces in proportion to their capacity to pay. Taxes were often collected with 
considerable delay. Responsibility for detailed supervision fell to the dietines. 
By virtue of his personality, Sobieski was able to inspire the Republic to unpar
alleled efforts, in short bursts. But he left the outdated machine virtually 
exhausted. In due course, after two decades of overuse, it failed to respond. At 
the end of the reign, unpaid soldiery constituted a generalized plague in many 
provinces.5 

In origin, the Turkish War was not of Sobieski's making, although he was 
closely involved from the start. It had been launched by the Turks as part of 
their strategic encirclement of the Habsburgs, and in response to Wisniowiecki's 
Habsburg marriage. After Chocim, when Sobieski's victory redeemed the shame 
of Buczacz, fortunes were evenly balanced. In 1674-5,the King was hardly seen 
in Warsaw, and the royal coronation was repeatedly postponed. The Turkish 
siege of Lwow was broken. The fortress of Trembowla was saved by the 
courage of the commander's wife who threatened to kill herself if he proceeded 
with his intention of surrendering. So long as these dangerous operations were 
in progress, Sobieski's policy was paralysed. Yet in 1676, both sides showed 
signs of exhaustion. The Polish army was locked in its armed camp at Zorawno 
on the Dniester by the overwhelming forces of Ibrahim Sheytan, who none 
the less, was unable to break their skilful resistance. On 24 September, a truce 
was signed, leaving most of the Turkish gains intact. A Polish embassy 
under Jan Gninski was dispatched to the Porte in the hope of securing lasting 
peace. 

Once the initial Turkish invasion was under control, however, Sobieski 
turned to France. Ever since his marriage, he had been closely associated with 
the French party at Court. In 1666, he had been offered the baton of a Marshal 
of France by Louis XIV, and in 1672 at the head of the French-backed 
Confederation of Szczebrzeszyn he had prepared to do battle against the pro-
Habsburg Confederates of Golebie. So, in many ways, a French alliance was the 
natural step for him to take. It meant that the Republic would be tied to the anti-
Habsburg combination of France-Sweden-Turkey-Hungary; but it offered 
many advantages. It put the French diplomatic service at Poland's disposal in 
the search for a Turkish peace, and in the lingering negotiations with Moscow; 
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it promised to offset the manoeuvres of the Habsburg faction in the Republic's 
internal affairs; and it opened the way for an expedition to re-establish Polish 
suzerainty over Prussia. For their part, the French would be delighted to estab
lish an eastern base from which they could direct operations in Hungary, and 
against Vienna. The Treaty was signed at Jaworow on 11 July 1675. Sobieski 
was to receive a French subsidy of 200,000 thalers to mount an expedition 
against Brandenburg-Prussia as soon as the Turkish campaign was terminated. 
A rapprochement was to be arranged with Sweden. The French were to be 
allowed to establish contacts with the Hungarians from the Republic's territory. 
Sobieski had brought the Republic into the main tangle of European politics. He 
seemed to have made a firm choice on the position to be adopted in the Franco-
Imperial struggle. He was immediately regarded as the Sun King's chief lieu
tenant in the east, and established contacts with Francophile parties all over 
Europe. He wrote to Charles II in England and invited him to be godfather to 
his newly born daughter. In 1677, he signed a convention with the Swedes at 
Danzig.6 

The calculations of 1675 soon proved to be ill-founded. Many of the pieces 
required for the proposed French gambit were shown to be seriously out of 
place. To start with, the invincible Swedish Army which had advanced south
wards out of Livonia, was soundly trounced by the Prussians at Fehrbellin, and 
was chased back to Riga. This made the chances of success for the prospective 
Polish expedition against Prussia very bleak indeed. Secondly, the Porte refused 
to make peace. Gninski's embassy was a failure. Thirdly, Moscow succeeded 
where Gninski failed. A Turko-Muscovite treaty was signed in 1677. Any Polish 
involvement in Prussia, or against Austria would run the risk of a stab in the 
back from Muscovy. Fourthly, the excesses of the French party in Poland threat
ened to revive the armed confederations in 1672. The new Grand Hetman, 
Dymitr Wisniowiecki, was hatching a plot with Vienna to remove Sobieski. 
Fifthly, the Sejm refused to ratify the Treaty of Jaworow. Hence the King's pol
icy was already seriously undermined before it collapsed completely. In 1679, 
Louis XIV made his peace with the Emperor at Nyjmegen, and signed a treaty 
with Prussia without reference to Poland. At Kurfurst, the Prussians defeated 
the Swedes for a second time. Sobieski was humiliated, isolated, and furious. 
From this point on, he smiled on the Imperialist camp in Poland, as French 
influence waned. The Turks under their new Grand Vizier, Kara Mustafa, were 
known to be yearning for a new round of the Holy War. In 1683, after four years 
of wavering, the die was cast. As the Turkish horde prepared to move swiftly 
out of Belgrade on the shortest road to Vienna, the French ambassador in 
Warsaw was discovered in treasonable correspondence, and had to be expelled. 
When the Emperor Leopold II appealed for urgent help, Sobieski was well dis
posed. On 1 April an agreement of mutual assistance was signed with the 
Imperial ambassador, Count Waldstein. Sobieski was to receive a subsidy of 
1,200,000 ducats to send a relief expedition to Vienna, and was promised the 
appointment of Commander-in-Chief of the allied forces if he attended the siege 
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in person. The official document was antedated to 31 March to avoid the stigma 
of April Fool's Day.7 

Vienna's plight in the summer of 1683 rapidly grew desperate. The Turks 
came on much faster than the allies, and laid siege in the middle of July with a 
force of some 140,000 men. The defenders under Rudigen von Starhemberg 
were obliged to lock themselves inside an encircled city. The Emperor withdrew 
his Court to Linz. For Sobieski the prospect was invigorating. It was a situation 
he had faced before on many occasions, against an enemy whose every move he 
knew by heart. An autumn canter across the Carpathians, expenses paid, to 
relieve the capital of Christendom was irresistible. 

The Polish expeditionary force began to assemble at Cracow in mid-summer. 
The royal camp gradually filled with 26,000 men and 29,000 horses - 25 regi
ments of Hussars; 77 troops of Cossacks; 31 of Light Horse; 2 of arquebusiers; 
37 regiments of infantry, and 10 of dragoons; and the Corps of Artillery. A much 
smaller force of 10,000 men was dispatched to Podolia to create a diversion on 
the Turkish flank. The Lithuanians with a further ten thousand were ordered to 
make for a rendezvous in Moravia. The main army moved off on 29 July in two 
columns. One under Hetman Jablonowski marched on a northerly route to 
Silesia through Tarnowitz (Tarnowskie Gory), Ratibor (Raciborz), and 
Troppau (Opava); the other under the Field Hetman Michat Sieniawski went 
through Bielsko (Bielitz) and Teschen (Cieszyn). Joining together at Olomutz, 
they made for Nikolsburg, and for Tulln on the Danube, where they were due 
to meet the German princes under Charles of Lorraine. Eight thousand wagons 
with food for six months rumbled on at fifteen miles a day. From Brno, Sobieski 
wrote to Marysienka: 

A mile Beyond Brno, in the village of Modric, 
29 VIII 1683, Before midnight. 

There have been no remarkable occurrences since my last from Olomouc. We hear no 
more of Tokoly; and the Tartars have disappeared without a trace. Once we have crossed 
the bridge, those who are to follow must exercise caution, and make a wide detour from 
the direct road to Vienna. I urge this particularly upon the Palatine of Pomerania who 
bears about him my monies from the Prince-Bishop of Warmia. From there it is only thir
teen miles to Vienna. The Marshal of the Court intercepted me with the post the other 
side of Brno. There, too, I encountered the former Princess of Holstein, who had 
attended Queen Eleanore, and several other ladies-in-waiting. She is married to the Duke 
of Lichtenstein, whose boorishness is among his lesser vices. I confess that she is so 
altered that we who knew her formerly can scarce persuade ourselves that it is indeed she, 
- so fat and tall, just like Mme. l'Etreux. 

I heard Holy Mass at the Franciscan church in Brno. It was a time of Indulgence, and 
the establishment of the feast of St John the Baptist, whose martyrdom is celebrated 
today. The town is beautiful and well-walled; the castle on its high hill is particularly 
notable - a great fortress. As for the country, there is nothing to equal it in the world: -
the soil surpassing that of the Ukraine: the hill-sides strewn with grape vines that cover 
the houses like peach-blossom: more hayricks in the fields than one might ever hope to 
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see. Tomorrow, God willing, I shall join with the Palatine of Volhynia, and, the follow
ing day, with the Duke of Lorraine, whom the Marshal of the Court describes as short, 
gros, sans mine, melancholic, humourless and pock-marked. He dresses like a pauper in 
a torn and shabby gown, and a hat with neither feather nor ribbon, which is battered and 
greasy-in other words a good natured fellow, of some intelligence, but taciturn, shy, and 
quite evidently afraid of transgressing court protocol. I lunched today in Brno with one 
Kolowrat, Governor of the province, who once represented the emperor at the Treaty of 
Oliwa. He entertained us with style - quite in the French manner. I have told the Palatine 
of Ruthenia to follow me with the Hussars and the rest of the army, keeping the infantry 
in the rear. 

As I write the Duke of Lorraine's ensign has hurried in with letters. He sends me a mes
sage from Starhemberg, the commandant of Vienna, written on the 2.7th. They request 
assistance urgently, for the enemy already occupies the same ravelin with them, and is 
digging tunnels beneath the bulwark called Burgbastei. Our own sappers can feel it as 
they dig their counter-mines. He adds that the Vizir has pushed almost his entire army 
into the siege trenches in preparation for some major action; and we have still not put up 
a bridge. Almost all the armies of the Princes and Electors will have gathered by tomor
row; but those of Brandenburg will not arrive in time. We do not know why the Turks 
are trying so insistently to repair the bridges which the Duke of Lorraine burned down 
near Vienna, together with the entrenchments which he had destroyed there. He tells us 
that he has again sent in a thousand infantry to that area. 

Tomorrow, God willing, we expect to hear Vienna's guns, and the day after that to 
drink the Danube's waters. If Dumont has arrived, please send on to me what he has 
brought at the earliest opportunity. Let me know what news there is of the Cossacks, and 
hurry them on after me, having taken Mezynski to task for his dalliance. Tell me also 
what has happened to the Lithuanians, who are my greatest problem, for they do not 
need them here at all and constantly plague me about it. Everyone wants them to go into 
Hungary, and at least to create some kind of diversion for the enemy in recognition of the 
money that has been paid them. 

Since our parting I have not had the slightest indication of your health, my Love. 
Although many people arrive from those parts, my ill-fortune is such that none has trav
elled along the road where he might have met you. I kiss you, embracing with my whole 
heart and soul all the beauties of your sweetest body. Mes baisemains a M. Le Marquis 
et a ma sceur. I kiss and embrace the children, and send them my love.8 

Next day, Sobieski took command of the combined relief force of 74,000 men. 
The Poles distinguished themselves in building a pontoon bridge across the rac
ing waters of the Danube, and in hauling their artillery into position over the 
slopes and dense vegetation of the Vienna Woods. The day of reckoning was 
fixed for 12 September.9 As always, accounts differ as to who was really respon
sible for the victory. German historians used to draw attention to the role of 
Charles of Lorraine and his successful action on the left wing beneath the peak 
of the Kahlenberg; Polish historians stress the role of the Polish artillery which 
repulsed a Turkish counter-attack in the middle of the afternoon. At all events, 
it fell to Sobieski and his winged Hussars to mount the spectacular charge in a 
small valley on the right flank, and to drive the Infidel from Central Europe for 
good. He called the attention of his Captain of Hussars, Zbierzchowski, to the 
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huge white expanse of the Grand Vizier's tent, and ordered him to ride straight 
for that. At half-past five, with Zbierzchowski at his side, he was galloping 
through the Sultan's camp amid scenes of panic, confusion, and slaughter. The 
following night, from the Grand Vizier's tent which he now used as his head
quarters, he wrote again to Marysienka: 

In the Grand Vizir's Camp 
13 IX (1683) at night 

Only solace of my heart and soul, my fairest, most beloved Marysienka! 
Our Lord and God, Blessed of all Ages, has brought unheard of victory and glory to 

our nation. All the guns, the whole camp, untold spoils have fallen into our hands. 
Having covered the trenches, the fields, and the camp with corpses, the enemy now flees 
in confusion. The camels, mules, cattle and sheep, which he kept nearby are only today 
being rounded up by our troops, who also drive herds of Turks before them. Others, par
ticularly des renegats, flee to our camp of their own accord, mounted on fine horses and 
in beautiful dress. Such is the unbelievable nature of events that there was alarm today 
both among the townspeople and here in our camp, no-one being able to think or believe 
that the enemy would not return. There is enough powder and ammunition alone for a 
million men. This past night I saw also what I had always longed to see. Our marauding 
bands put light to the powder in several places; it seemed as if Judgement Day was upon 
us but no harm was caused. We watched the smoke forming clouds in the sky. Yet it is 
most unfortunate that there should have been such wasteful destruction. 

The Vizir took such hurried flight that he only had time to escape with one horse, and 
in the clothes he wore. I have indeed succeeded him, for the greater part of his riches have 
fallen to me. Chance would have it that being first in the camp and close on the Vizir's 
heels, one of his servants betrayed his allegiance and pointed out his tents. They are as 
extensive as the cities of Warsaw or of Lwow within their walls. I have all his personal 
insignia which were borne before him, and the Mahometan banner which his Emperor 
gave him for the war, and which even today I sent in the care of Talenti to the Holy 
Father in Rome. I have all the tents, cars et mille d'autres galanteries fort jolies et fort 
riches, mais fort riches and a vast array of other things still unseen, lln'y a point de com
parison avec ceux de Chocim. Several quivers, studded with rubies and sapphires, are 
alone worth several thousand gold zloties. You will not be able to say to me as the Tatar 
women do to their husbands when they return empty-handed: 'You are no warrior to 
return without booty', because he who captures booty must be at the front. I have the 
Vizir's horse with all its caparison. He himself was hotly pursued but managed nonethe
less to escape. His kihaj, that is, his second-in-command, was killed, and no small num
ber of his pashas. Gold swords and other military equipment lie in abundance. The night 
prevented a conclusion. Furthermore, in retreating they put up a fierce opposition et font 
la plus belle retirade du monde. They abandoned their janissaries in the trenches, who 
were put to the sword during the night because such was their arrogance and pride that 
whilst some of them were fighting us in the fields, the others were storming the town, as 
indeed they had the equipment to do. 

I estimate their numbers, excluding the Tatars, at some three hundred thousand: oth
ers put the numbers of their tents alone at three hundred thousand and take an average 
of three to one tent, which would make an unheard of total. However, I reckon there to 
be no more than one hundred thousand tents, distributed in several camps. For a day and 
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two nights anyone who cares has been dismantling them, but I warrant they will not pull 
them down in a week. They left behind them a mass of innocent local Austrian people, 
particularly women; but they butchered as many as they could. Bodies of dead women lie 
in great numbers; but there are also many wounded, and those who might yet live. 
Yesterday I saw a three-year old child, a most pretty little boy, whose face and head had 
been savagely slashed by an infidel. 

The Vizir had captured a marvellously beautiful ostrich from one of the Emperor's 
palaces here; but this too he had killed so that it would not fall into our hands. What 
luxuries he had surrounding his tents it is impossible to imagine. He had baths; he had a 
garden and fountains; rabbits; cats; and a parrot which kept on flying about so that we 
could not catch it. 

Today I was in the city, which could have held out five more days, no more. Eyes have 
never seen things such as the mines have done there; the fortified towers, enormous and 
high, stand like craggy skeletons and are so damaged that they could survive little longer. 
The Emperor's palace is completely ruined by shot. 

All the armies which gave such good account of themselves give praise to God and 
ourselves for this victory. When the enemy began to retreat and allowed himself to be 
broken - the Vizir, with whom it fell to me to do battle, turned his entire forces against 
my right wing, leaving our middle, or mainguard, and the left wing with nothing to do. 
As a result, they sent me all their German reinforcements. The Princes, such as the Elector 
of Bavaria and Prince Waldeck, rushed up to me clasping me around the neck and 
kissing me on the mouth. The generals did likewise on my hands and feet. What then the 
soldiers! The officers and all the cavalry and infantry regiments cried out: 'Ach, unzer 
brawe Kenik! They listened to me as our soldiers never do. I dare not speak of the delight 
of the Princes of Lorraine and Saxony this morning (I did not have occasion to see them 
yesterday, since they were on the extreme of my left wing where I had sent the Marshal 
of the Court several squadrons of Hussars) nor of Stahremberg, who is commandant 
here. They all embraced me, congratulated me, called me their saviour. Afterwards, I 
went to two churches. All the common people kissed my hands, feet, clothes; others only 
touched me saying: 'Ach, let us kiss so valiant a hand!' They all wished to cry 'Vivat', but 
it was plain that they feared their officers and superiors. One group could not refrain 
from doing so, however, and I saw that it was looked on disapprovingly. Therefore, hav
ing dined with the commandant, I left the city to return to camp. The people, waving all 
the time, accompanied me to the very gates . . . It is said that when the Vizier realised he 
could not hold out against us, he called his two sons to him, and having embraced them, 
exclaimed in tears to the Tartar Khan, 'Save me if you can'. But the Khan replied, 'We 
know the King of Poland well. He is irresistible. Let us consider rather how best to 
escape.'. . . 

1 am preparing to ride into Hungary, and hope, as I said when I left you, that we will 
meet at Stryc . . . The princes of Bavaria and Saxony are ready to accompany me to the 
end of the world. We shall have to quicken our pace for the first couple of miles on 
account of the unbearable stench of dead men, horses and camels. I have written to the 
King of France. I told him that it was he, the Most Catholic Monarch, who should receive 
my report on the battle won for the safety of Christendom. Our son, notre Fanfan, is 
brave in the highest degree.10 

When Sobieski posted the green standard of the Prophet to the Pope, he 
appended a suitably terse message: VENI, VIDI, DEUS VINXIT. (I came, I saw, 
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God conquered.) Then he rode off in pursuit. After an initial rebuff on 7 
October, the Turkish rearguard was destroyed at Parkany, near Estergom, on 
the 9th. The memories of Varna and Mohacs were expunged. Europe was saved. 

It would be wrong to say that the taste of victory soon turned sour. Such is the 
nature of victory that its aftermath always comes as an anticlimax. Yet it is 
undeniable that Sobieski's exploitation of his victory was markedly inferior to 
his performance on the battlefield. In one view, his great mistake was not, as 
some historians maintain, to have joined the relief of Vienna in the first place. It 
was hardly in the Republic's interest to see any further extension of the Turks' 
empire, when already, as one envoy in the Sejm put it, 'the Pasha of Buda could 
easily spy out Cracow from his perch in the mountains'. At its nearest point, the 
boundary of Ottoman power had reached to within forty miles of the old Polish 
capital. The deflation of the Ottoman bubble, and the tremendous psychologi
cal uplift which ensued, were obviously to the Republic's advantage. Sobieski's 
great mistake, having achieved his triumph, was to commit himself in 1684 to 
the subsequent wars of the Holy League. The cost was enormous; and the divi
dend accrued almost exclusively to the Republic's neighbours and enemies. 
Seventeen years of campaigning exhausted the Republic almost beyond repair, 
and prevented any serious attention to internal reform. Not just the Prussian 
expedition, but the whole question of the Republic's standing in the Baltic area, 
was forgotten. The crucial problem of the eastern frontier, and of the Republic's 
relations with Muscovy, was trivialized. In 1686, at the whim of one wayward 
ambassador, the entire Ukraine, provisionally assigned to Muscovy since the 
truce of 1667, was needlessly abandoned. This one step, which more than any 
other marked the transformation of little Muscovy into 'great Russia' and 
tipped the scales of power in Eastern Europe in Moscow's favour, was taken 
casually, and accepted apathetically. How the Kremlin must have rocked with 
amazement at this free gift! How much saner was their own policy of joining the 
ranks of the Holy League only when their possession of the Ukraine had been 
confirmed. From 1686, the Muscovites were fighting the Turks to some real pur
pose; the Poles were fighting for nothing. The eventual recovery of Podolia at 
the Treaty of Karlovitz in 1699 was small compensation. By that same treaty, an 
enlarged Russia and a resurgent Austria emerged as major powers; Prussia was 
poised to declare itself a Kingdom. The framework of eighteenth-century poli
tics in this part of the world was already constructed. The Republic of 
Poland-Lithuania and the Ottoman Empire were clearly recognizable as the two 
invalids of Europe. The prospect of the Partitions came suddenly into view. All 
was not yet lost. But it would need a new Sobieski, and a new Murad the 
Conqueror, to retrieve the game. 

Sobieski's powerlessness was reflected in the sorry condition of Lithuania. In 
the 1670s, the Grand Duchy had been overrun by magnates of the Habsburg fac
tion, and in the 1680s fell under a regime of terror instituted by the all-powerful 
Sapieha clan. Nothing that happened thereafter could reconcile them to the 
King or reintegrate them into the political life of the Republic. In 1683, 
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Kazimierz Jan Sapieha deliberately delayed the march of the Lithuanian army, 
and arrived in Austria after Vienna was relieved. He sent his troops on a merci
less devastation of Slovakia, which obstructed Sobieski's efforts to reach an 
understanding with the Hungarians. The Lithuanian troubles spilled over into 
the Republic as a whole. The Sejm was repeatedly broken by the Liberum Veto. 
The provincial dietines usurped the rights of taxation and recruitment, and 
under the rod of local magnates raised regiments and taxes of their own. The 
Hetmen used royal troops for their private purposes. In the 1690s, hordes of 
unpaid soldiery took the law into their own hands. The spread of anarchy was 
unmistakable, providing a foretaste of things to come. 

Deprived of any firm control of the state, the King, too, immersed himself in 
his private business. The 'gentleman monarch' became an avid dynast. His 
participation in the later campaigns against Turkey, and in particular in the 
Moldavian expeditions of 1687 and 1691, was mainly motivated by a desire to 
ensure a royal future for his son, Jakub. Inevitably, perhaps, he stirred up 
ancient factions at the court, and precipitated fierce rows with Marysienka. 
Jakub's marriage caused endless difficulties. In 1681, a major uproar was caused 
when Jakub's fiancee, Charlotte Radziwill, suddenly opted to marry Ludwig 
von Hohenzollern, Prince of Prussia. In 1683-4, negotiations were well 
advanced for a betrothal with a Transylvanian princess, when the Habsburgs 
took offence and threatened an open breach. So, by a process of elimination, it 
seemed that a Habsburg bride would be the best solution. But this so offended 
Marysienka, that she opposed all plans for her son's accession to the Polish 
throne. The King's physical deterioration mirrored the state of public affairs. 
His muscular body turned to fat, assuming gross proportions. A series of severe 
heart attacks from 1691 onwards pointed to a constant convalescence and the 
likelihood of sudden disaster. Life at Wilanow was well suited to Sobieski's cir
cumstances. Built in 1681-6 by Locci as a summer residence on the southern out
skirts of Warsaw, the palace was elegant and practical. Significantly, it was 
much smaller in Sobieski's time than in the eighteenth century when remodelled 
to magnatial taste by the Sieniawski and Potocki families. It served as a base for 
the King's hunting parties, and as a refuge from court and politics. It was sur
rounded by an Italian baroque garden, and adorned with sculptures and paint
ings by Schliiter, Siemiginowski, Callot, and Palloni. Its library was stocked 
with books, especially the King's favourite subjects of law, astronomy, mili-
taria, and mathematics, and was used as a writing room for his correspondence 
with scientists such as Hevelius and Leibniz. One glimpse at Wilanow reveals a 
great deal about Sobieski and his kingdom.11 He lived to the end of his days in 
the style of a wealthy nobleman, of a private citizen rather than a monarch. He 
had none of the ambition of a Louis XIV, none of the vision which inspired 
other contemporaries and neighbours like Peter the Great or Frederick William 
the Great Elector. He was a warrior, with all the instincts and limitations of his 
trade. He did his duty with a touch of bravado, and left it at that. He died a 
disillusioned old man. When Bishop Zaluski urged him to draw up his will, he 
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replied indifferently: 'They don't want to listen to me when I'm alive, so why 
should they obey my wishes when I'm dead?' A final heart attack put an end to 
the old champion on 17 April 1696. 

Although Sobieski's dynastic schemes misfired, his descendants did not escape 
the royal touch completely. His son, Jakub Sobieski, was not elected; but his 
grandchild, Clementina Sobieska (1702-35), Jakub's daughter, helped found an 
extraordinary line of British pretenders, the Sobieski-Stuarts. The acquaintance 
of the two ex-royal families, Polish and Scottish, began in Rome where 
Marysienka and her children had retired, and later at the Chateau of Blois, 
where they lived as pensioners of Louis XIV. In 1718, Clementina was betrothed 
to James Edward Stuart, the Chevalier de St. George, the 'Old Pretender', James 
III. On passing through Innsbruck later that year on the way to her wedding in 
Italy, she was kidnapped by imperial agents acting on behalf of the Emperor's 
Hanoverian allies, but was released by an Irish rescue party under one Charles 
Wogan, who contrived to substitute a female accomplice for the imprisoned 
princess. In May 1719, in Bologna, she married her Stuart, and on 31 December 
1720 gave birth in Rome to Charles Edward Louis Philip Casimir, the 'Young 
Pretender', 'Bonny Prince Charlie', and from 1766, Charles III. Her second son, 
Henry Benedict Maria Clement, titular Duke of York and from 1788 Henry IX, 
joined the Church and died in 1807 with the title of Cardinal-Bishop of Frascati. 
Thereafter, the line of Stuart pretenders descended into bastardy and charla
tanry. One branch was headed by General Charles Edward Stuart, Baron 
Rohenstart, soi-disant grandson of Bonnie Prince Charlie's Scottish mistress, 
Clementina Walkinshaw. His death in a coach accident at Dunkeld in 1854 left 
the field clear for his rivals, the Sobieski—Stolberg-Stuarts. The members of this 
branch traced their descent from Bonnie Prince Charlie's deserted second wife, 
Louisa von Stolberg, Countess of Albany, who was supposed to have handed 
her infant son to a Captain Alien (alias O'Halleran) RN, to avoid a squad of 
Hanoverian assassins. According to the Dictionary ofNational Biography, their 
story is 'demonstrably false'; but it was freely accepted in many courts of 
Europe. It provided a living for two enterprising brothers, John Sobieski-
Stolberg-Stuart (1795-1872) and Charles Edward (1799-1880), who successively 
assumed the title of 'Comte d'Albanie' on the undisprovable grounds that their 
father, Lt. Thomas Alien RN was the son of the rescued Stuart heir. Their uncle, 
and their grandfather, John Carter Alien (d. 1800), were both Admirals of the 
Royal Navy, whilst they themselves chose to live first in Napoleonic France, 
then in Prague and Vienna, and at various times on an island in Eskadale. In 
their Scottish period, John Sobieski-Stolberg-Stuart became a prolific poet, very 
conscious of his supposed Polish ancestry. In a modest reference to his own role 
in the Battle of the Nations at Leipzig, he composed the immortal line: 'Stuart 
swam the wave where Poniatowski sank.' In their Austrian period, Charles 



370 SOBIESKI 

Edward married well. His son, also Charles Edward Stuart (1824-81), and his 
grandson, Alfred Edward Charles von Platt, became high-ranking officers in the 
Royal-Imperial cavalry. His granddaughter, Clementina Sobieska von Platt died 
as a Passionist nun at a convent in Bolton, Lancashire, in 1894.12 It was a far cry 
from the boy-child born in a Tartar raid at Olesko in Red Ruthenia in 1629. 

In later days, the memory of Sobieski's victories gradually effaced all recollec
tion of his political failures. In the dark decades of defeat and national humilia
tion of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, all Poles have looked with pride 
to a Polish King whose deeds reverberated to their credit throughout Europe. 
Anyone who has seen the glittering Turkish trophies from Vienna still exhibited 
in Cracow is bound to reflect with wonderment at the man who dared to hum
ble an enemy possessed of such wealth and power. As a result, historical judge
ments have been lenient. It is true that Sobieski did not possess much freedom 
of manoeuvre. He was constrained by the egoism of the magnates, whose stran
glehold on political life could not have been easily released, and by the obstinacy 
of the Porte, which in this one period insisted on regarding the Republic as its 
enemy. But that is merely to enunciate the central political dilemma of 
Sobieski's career. It does not excuse seventeen years of ruinous warfare which 
banished all chance of repairing the Republic's structural weaknesses. Sobieski 
entered the Holy League from his own free will. He must be held responsible for 
the consequences. Almost two hundred years after Sobieski's birth, in 1828, 
Tsar Nicholas I of Russia came to Warsaw for his coronation as King of Poland, 
and was taken to see Sobieski's statue in Lazienki Park. Thinking of his own 
costly Turkish wars, he looked up at Sobieski and said, There is the other fool 
who wasted his time fighting the Turks. '1 3 The Tsar of Russia was in a position 
to know. He was one of the few beneficiaries. 
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WETTIN: 

The Saxon Era (1697-1763) 

The sixty-six years which separate the reign of John Sobieski from that of 
Stanislaw-August Poniatowski are often regarded as the most wretched and the 
most humiliating in the whole of Polish history. Poland's miseries during this 
period are usually explained by her subjection to the alien interests of foreign 
kings. When Thomas Carlyle described Poland as a 'beautifully phosphorescent 
rot-heap', it was this period that he had in mind.1 

The Saxon House of Wettin acceded to the Polish throne against all reason
able expectations. At the Royal election of June 1697, the Austrian candidate, 
Jakub Sobieski, son of the late King, was forced to withdraw for want of cash. 
The Frenchman, the Prince de Conti, although acclaimed by the Primate and 
supported by the majority, was unable to benefit from a technical victory; and 
in the end Friedrich-August, Elector of Saxony, a last-minute entry, walked off 
with the prize. The result was achieved by bribery, by threats, arid by skilful 
timing. When the supporters of the favourites were locked in combat, the Saxon 
agent, Count Fleming, had made the timely promise of his master's conversion 
to Catholicism, and, having pawned the Wettin's jewels in Vienna, distributed 
the proceeds among the electors. In collusion with Nikitin, the Russian resident, 
who delivered an appealing peroration in Polish, he succeeded in splitting the 
electoral field in two, and persuaded the Bishop of Kujawy to declare the Saxon 
elected. It was a double election, reminiscent of 1576 or 1587. In the brief civil 
war which followed, the invading Saxons and Russians enjoyed every advantage 
over the French party. By September, when Friedrich-August had already been 
installed and crowned in Cracow as Augustus II, the Prince de Conti was still at 
sea on his way to Danzig.2 

Once the election was decided, however, the personal union of 
Poland-Lithuania and Saxony offered favourable prospects for both partners. 
Both felt threatened by their common neighbour, Prussia, whose obvious territ
orial ambitions could now be neatly outflanked. Both felt the need for mutual 
assistance in the dangerous world of Northern Europe where the Prussian, 
Swedish, and Russian armies were far more formidable than their own. Both 
may well have foreseen, as proved to be the case, that both might 'hang separ
ately', if they did not 'hang together'. In so far as Poland-Lithuania was the 
larger of the two, the nobility of the Republic had every reason to suppose that 
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they could maintain their separate interests. As constitutionalists, they could 
hope to control a foreign monarch better than a native one, expecting him to 
arbitrate with impartiality, or at least with indifference, over the internecine 
feuds of domestic politics. For this very reason, in this same era, the English 
Parliament invited a Dutchman, and later the Hanoverians, to rule over them in 
preference to the native Stuarts. Ramshackle dynastic states were commonplace 
in eighteenth-century Europe, and there is no a priori factor which explains why 
some of them, such as 'England-and-Wales/Ireland/Scotland/Hanover' should 
have thrived, whilst others like 'Poland-Lithuania/Courland/Saxony' should 
have floundered. (See Map 20.) 

Apart from that, Augustus the Strong was an interesting prospect in himself. 
As Duke of Saxony, Meissen, and Lusatia, he possessed the means to live of his 
own. As an Elector of the Holy Roman Empire, he wielded influence in the 
world, but not unlimited power. As commander of imperial armies in the cam
paigns of the Holy League he had a distinguished military reputation. As the 
father of some three hundred children, including the famous Maurice de Saxe, 
Marshal of France (1696-1750), his personal prowess was beyond reproach. He 
looked a fitting successor to the great Sobieski.3 

Augustus the Strong's amours formed one of the wonders of the age, attest
ing no less to his catholic and cosmopolitan taste than to his phenomenal sta
mina. After a series of youthful adventures in Madrid and Venice, where he had 
variously disguised himself as a matador and a monk, he returned to Dresden in 
1693 to the charms of his bride, Eberdine, Princess of Bayreuth, to the labours 
of the Electoral Office, and to the cultivation of a covey of concubines - official, 
confidential, and top secret. Maurice de Saxe was the Elector's son by his one
time Swedish favourite - Aurora, Countess of Konigsmark. He received his 
name, it was said, in memory of the famous victory that was gained over his 
mother at the royal hunting-lodge at Mauritzburg. His half-brother, Count 
Rotowski, was the son of Fatima, a Turkish girl captured at Buda in 1684. His 
half-sister, Countess Orzelska, Princess of Holstein, was the child of Henriette 
Duval, daughter of a Warsaw wine-merchant. In Poland, the new King left no 
stern unturned. When the Countess d'Esterle, who had journeyed with him to 
Cracow to witness his coronation, was surprised in flagrante with Prince 
Wisniowiecki, she lost her place to Princess Lubomirska, wife of the royal 
Chamberlain and niece of a cardinal. The latter, having changed her name to 
Mme Teschen, soon yielded to the businesslike Mme Hoym, who negotiated a 
legal contract and a salary of 100,000 RM per annum. This professionalism was 
copied by most of her successors, not least by Mme Cosel, who insisted on the 
erection of a suitable palace for herself in Dresden, and by Maria, Countess of 
Denhoff, daughter of the Polish Crown Marshal, whose interests were astutely 
managed by a mother-in-law intent on recovering her family's insolvent for
tunes. The most extraordinary story of all concerned the abandoned mistress of 
the British ambassador to Saxony, who, having turned for comfort to the 
Elector-King, scored the only known non-event in fifty years of gallantry.4 
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Yet, unlike his spermatozoa, most of the political ventures of Augustus the 
Strong failed to reach their target. In the foreign field, his private alliance with 
Russia, first discussed during Peter I's visit to the Republic in 1698 and sealed in 
1699 at the Preobrazhenskiy Treaty, proved disastrous. In 1704, he was faced in 
the Republic by a rival king raised and crowned by his opponents, and in 1706 
was chased from Dresden. He recovered his fortunes almost exclusively by 
favour of his Russian patron, in whose interests he had squandered his inheri
tance and on whom thereafter, he was totally dependent. Meanwhile he had 
presented the Hohenzollern with the golden opportunity of founding a 
'Kingdom in Prussia' and of shifting the balance of power in Germany unmis
takably in the direction of Berlin. In the internal sphere, he met with constant 
trouble. His running fight with the Saxon Diet over some sixteen years ended in 
uneasy compromise. Although in 1710, he grandly declared an end to his tradi
tional condominium with the Estates, he was never able to circumvent them 
completely. His introduction of an excise system on the Prussian model in 1705 
did not give him independence of means. His army was constantly below 
strength, never rising above 30,000 men; his debts reached the equivalent of 
some thirty-five years' revenue; his expenditure - on his castle of Zwingler in 
Dresden, on his art collection, and on entertainment — was prodigious. Most 
importantly, perhaps, his insensitivity to religion deeply shocked a religious age. 
His conversion to Catholicism caused great resentment in Lutheran Saxony. His 
acceptance of discriminatory legislation against the Catholics of the Electorate 
set the tone for similar measures in the Polish Diet directed against the 
Protestants of the Republic. In Saxony, as in Poland-Lithuania, the interests of 
the ruler consistently diverged from those of his subjects. 

The Great Northern War (1700-21), which marked Russia's decisive bid for 
power against Sweden, was launched for reasons quite incidental to 
Polish-Lithuanian affairs. Augustus's treaty with Russia, negotiated exclusively 
in his capacity as Elector of Saxony, did not involve the Republic. His attack on 
Swedish Livonia in 1700 was largely motivated by considerations of personal 
gain. Yet the Republic was implicated in spite of itself, and became one of the 
principal victims.5 It is true, of course, that the presence of a victorious Saxon 
army in Riga would have done much towards restoring royal authority in 
Lithuania, which had virtually seceded from Poland by virtue of decades of 
magnatial feuding. For this reason, the predominant Sapieha faction in 
Lithuania hastened to support the Swedes against the Saxon-Russian combina
tion. But Augustus never achieved a position where he could have enforced any 
consistent policy; and the potential threat of his Saxon guard was systematically 
exaggerated by his enemies in the Republic in order to justify their resistance. As 
events worked out, Augustus's initial failure before Riga began an interminable 
game of cat-and-dog, in which the Elector-King was chased from pillar to post 
throughout the length and breadth of his Saxon and Polish dominions for nearly 
twenty years. (See Map 21.) In 1700, having saved Riga, Charles XII of Sweden 
occupied the Republic's Duchy of Courland. In 1702, he marched right across 
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the Republic from north to south, occupying Wilno, Warsaw, and Cracow. 
After breaking the Polish cavalry in the one set battle, fought at Kliszow on 19 
June 1702, he found that Augustus had doubled back on a roundabout route to 
Pomerania. In 1703, the Sejm made provision for expanding the Republic's 
forces; but their expectations were dashed by a second Swedish victory at 
Pultusk, and by the outbreak of Palej's rebellion in Ukraine. In 1704, Augustus 
was faced in the Republic by the Swedish-sponsored Confederation of Warsaw 
which produced its own claimant to the throne in the person of a nobleman of 
Wielkopolska, Stanislaw Leszczynski (1677—1766). The pro-Saxon 
Confederation of Sandomierz relied heavily on Russian auxiliaries. Augustus 
took evasive action against the Swedes by retreating to Lwow, before advancing 
once more to Warsaw. In 1706, Charles XII determined to put an end to the 
comedy by marching into the heart of Saxony. At the Treaty of Altranstadt he 
obliged Augustus among other things to renounce the Polish throne in favour of 
Leszczyriski; but then learned that the Russians and the Confederates of 
Sandomierz had succeeded in redressing the balance by defeating a secondary 
Swedish army at Kalisz. 

After seven campaigns, it was clear that no satisfactory verdict would be 
obtained without an invasion of Russia. After a year's preparations, Charles XII 
set off eastwards from Grodno in January 1708, leaving Leszczynski with 
General Krassau to hold his bases in the Republic. In the campaign of 1708-9, 
which led to the epoch-making Russian triumph at Poltava, a conspicuous part 
was played both by Polish peasants who harassed the Swedish columns and by 
the Confederates of Sandomierz, who prevented any reinforcements reaching 
the beleaguered Swedes. Poltava put an end to the Swedish party in the 
Republic. Leszczyriski and Krassau were pursued to Stettin. The Confederation 
of Warsaw was disbanded. In 1710, Augustus returned in triumph. The Saxon 
monarchy was restored. 

Yet the Republic's troubles continued. The reintroduction of the Saxon 
Guard and their brutal impositions rekindled the animosity of a people who had 
been schooled to think of all foreign troops as the instruments of royal tyranny. 
In November 1715, the Polish nobility found common cause once more in the 
General Confederation of Tarnogrod which swore to expel the Saxons lock, 
stock, and barrel. For a time, it looked as though they would succeed. Augustus, 
having lost Poznari, was being pushed back towards Saxony, when a sense of 
cold reality was suddenly injected into the situation by the appearance of a 
Russian Army. The Tsar, irritated by the squabbles of his Saxon and Polish 
clients, was threatening in no uncertain terms to knock their heads together. By 
offering to arbitrate in their dispute, he stood to gain a permanent grip on Polish 
affairs. After seventeen years of punishing warfare, the battered Republic was 
exhausted, and divided against itself. Such was the setting of the notorious Silent 
Sejm of 1717. 

Peter the Great's policy to Poland-Lithuania had matured over the two 
decades of the Northern War. The first stage, of putting his Saxon client into a 
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position of dependence, had been completed within five or six years of his orig
inal election. The second stage, of turning Russia's military supremacy into a 
durable political system, took rather longer. In 1706-7, when Augustus had 
deserted his throne, Peter passed many months in Poland looking for a 'head' to 
put on the body of the decapitated Republic. Residing in Sobieski's favourite 
castles of Zolkiew, Jaworow, and Wilanow, and selecting vast quantities of 
plundered treasures for removal to Russia, he conducted lengthy negotiations 
with the Confederates of Sandomierz. He was shocked by what he learned. The 
Polish 'republicans' expected to treat with the Tsar as with an equal. They were 
men who would take neither orders nor bribes. One magnate refused an offer of 
the Crown on the grounds that he was not going to be 'any Tsar's fool'. Others 
responded to the Tsar's expensive gifts by sending still more expensive gifts in 
return. After that experience, Peter knew what he was dealing with. (The term 
'Polish Anarchy' appeared in Russian documents for the first time in this 
period.) The Tsar had either to hold Poland-Lithuania by force, which was 
beyond even Russia's capacity, or he had to chain the Wettins to their task in 
such a way that neither they, nor the Polish nobility, could challenge the 
arrangements. His opportunity came with the war of the Confederation of 
Tarnogrod. At negotiations held in Warsaw in 1716, his diplomats were able to 
persuade the King to a permanent withdrawal of the Saxon Army from the 
Republic's territory. At the same time, the representatives of the Sejm undertook 
to place a permanent limit on the size of the Republic's finances and armies. The 
Tsar undertook to guarantee the agreement in the form of a written constitu
tion. In this way, both King, and nobility were deprived by the means of threat
ening each other. By no mere coincidence, they were also deprived of the means 
of resisting the encroachments of the Russian Tsar who henceforth could legally 
intervene in Polish affairs at will. The terms, agreed in advance, were to be put 
before a meeting of the Sejm sworn to accept them without debate or protest. 
The operation was completed on 30 January 1717, in less than one day. The 
Silent Sejm, surrounded by Russian soldiers, signed away Poland's freedom for 
the duration; and no voice was raised against it.6 

The troubles of the Great Northern War thus mark the beginning of the mod
ern political history of Poland. Russian supremacy, first instituted in 1717, has 
persisted in one form or another to the present day. The Russian protectorate 
has sometimes been exercised by manipulating the activities of an autonomous, 
but dependent Polish state - as was the case for most of the eighteenth century 
- and sometimes by incorporating large parts of the Polish lands into the 
Russian Empire. It has sometimes been exercised by Russia alone, and some
times in conjunction with Russia's German or Austrian associates. But in two 
hundred and sixty years, it has only been interrupted for brief periods, notably 
for the twenty-four years between 1915 and 1939. What is more, whilst Poland's 
other 'protectors' have come and gone, the Russians do not go away. In this sit
uation, political life quickly assumed a different tone. Political attitudes were 
formed less in relation to Polish needs, but increasingly in response to Russian 
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demands. Political factions rose or fell not merely in relation to popular support 
in Poland, but principally in response to the favour, or disfavour, of St. 
Petersburg. The Polish political classes, appalled by the realization of their sub
jugation, flitted easily from abject indifference to desperate rebellion, defending 
their remaining privileges with a truculence that always seemed to invite the 
impending disaster. In the short term, indeed for the rest of the Saxon period, 
the establishment of the Russian protectorate reduced Polish politics to 
unplumbed depths of corruption and paralysis. In the long term, it provided an 
unwavering stimulus to the growth of modern national consciousness. 

The effects on the Republic were immediate and profound. The campaigns of 
the Great Northern War, which were largely contested on the territory of 
Poland and Lithuania, had devastated the countryside and divided the nobility 
into armed camps. The economy was shattered. The restoration of Augustus II 
in 1710 was achieved at the price of ratifying the Grzymultowski Treaty with 
Russia, resisted since 1686. The eastern lands were lost forever. The King's con
stitutional manoeuvres in Saxony excited exaggerated fears in Warsaw. 
Ridiculous as it seems, the szlachta genuinely suspected him of 
'absolutism'. Religious passions were revived. Seeing the restrictions placed on 
Catholics in Saxony, the Sejm answered by restricting the civil liberties of 'dis
sidents' in the Republic. The Tumult of Thorn of 1724, with all its sorry conse
quences, was characteristic of a situation where foreign meddling and 
home-grown suspicions fed on a diet of basic mistrust. The Sejm was repeatedly 
broken; government was interrupted; the Republic was defenceless. In return 
for the cancellation of the King's non-existent plans of subversion, and for the 
guarantee of their dubious privileges, the nobility watched as massive limita
tions were placed on the organization of their finances and their army. 
Henceforth, it was illegal for the citizens of the Republic to reform their state 
without the Tsar's permission. By venting their spleen on their harmless Saxon 
King, the Poles saddled themselves with a protector whose absolute pretensions 
were clear for all to see. Such was the disillusionment of August II with his 
Polish realm that twice, in 1721 and again in 1732, he openly talked of auction
ing it off.7 

The Saxon connection was not in itself prejudicial to Poland, therefore. The 
fault with the Wettins was that they themselves had fallen into the hands of 
Russia at an early stage. As a result, far from strengthening Poland's position in 
the European arena, they served only to lead the Polish Republic into the 
Russian camp by the nose, and thus to initiate that political bondage from which 
the Poles have never fully escaped. 

The powerlessness of the King, and the collapse of the Sejm, left the govern
ment of the country in the hands of the magnates. The management of the 
dietines, of the Tribunals, of the Army, and of the Church hierarchy, fell by 
default to a narrow oligarchy of magnatial patrons, who monopolized all the 
great offices of state and treated with the Saxon Resident as with an equal. Each 
member of the oligarchy ruled in his own domains like a princeling in his own 
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panstewko, his own 'state within the state'. He maintained his own clientele of 
nobles who defended his interests in the dietines or the courts, and who staffed 
his own private army. He conceived his own alliances both domestic and for
eign, following one of several alternate 'orientations' - Russian, French, 
Prussian, or Austrian — according to the dictates of his own finances and incli
nations. From the early eighteenth century onwards, the power of the magnates 
burgeoned. Political life was reduced to the feuds, fortunes, and the follies of a 
few families - some, like the Radziwitls, Lubomirski, Sapieha, Potocki, 
Wisniowiecki, or Czetwertynski clans were families of ancient distinction; 
others like the Sulkowski, Jablonowski, Poniatowski, Tarlo, Czartoryski, 
Sieniawski, Oginski, Denhoff, or Branicki broods, were relative parvenus.8 

The emasculation of the Republic was best reflected in the catastrophic 
decline of its armed forces. As from 1717, the Komput was indefinitely fixed at 
24,000 men - 18,000 for the Korona, and 6,000 for the Grand Duchy. Owing to 
the inclusion in these estimates of top-heavy administrative staff, the nominal 
establishment was effectively reduced to less than twenty thousand fighting 
men. What is more, the Army was deprived of central financial support, and was 
expected to support itself by 'exactions' levied on Crown Estates specifically 
earmarked for the purpose. Henceforth, each regiment was responsible for col
lecting its own supplies, and was loath to leave the vicinity of the particular 
starostwo on which its survival depended. The Hetmanship was retained; but 
the unscrupulous conduct during the Great Northern War of Hetman Adam M. 
Sieniawski (1666-1726) in Poland, and especially of Hetman Adam Pociej 
(1641-1713) in Lithuania, had greatly diminished the prestige of the office. 
Neither the King, nor the Sejm, nor indeed the Army was prepared to entrust 
itself to the Hetmans, whose positions rapidly assumed the character of lucra
tive sinecures, well-greased channels for Russian influence and corruption in the 
heart of the Republic's affairs. In such circumstances, the Army's effectiveness 
as a fighting force virtually disappeared. Morale and technical proficiency col
lapsed in almost every branch of the service. In the National Contingent, noble 
cavalry troopers commonly absented themselves by offering a couple of sowity 
or 'substitutes', usually serfs, in their place. In the Foreign Contingent, commis
sions were bought and sold, mainly by Germans from Saxony. Only the 
Artillery, for whose maintenance the Kwarta tax was now exclusively reserved, 
managed to keep itself in some sort of order. At all levels, the soldiers were over
whelmed by a profusion of self-seeking officers, bureaucrats, and camp-follow
ers. As the saying went: Dwa dragany, cztery kapitany (For every two dragoons, 
we need four captains). In any emergency, the Army's instinct was to retreat to 
its permanent quarters in the countryside, and to dig in. It was incapable of con
trolling the proliferating gangs of bandits, not to mention the private armies of 
the magnates. It had no intention whatsoever of challenging the professional 
armies of foreign powers.9 

The gravity of the situation was magnified by the fact that the military col
lapse of Poland—Lithuania coincided with the massive militarization of the 
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neighbouring states. At the accession of the Wettins, the Army of the Republic 
was roughly equivalent to those of its potential adversaries. Its 36,000 regulars 
had outnumbered the standing armies of both Prussia and Sweden, and were not 
far exceeded by those of Russia or Austria. At Kliszow in 1702, and again at 
Warsaw in 1705, it was twice defeated by a numerically inferior enemy. 
Thereafter, its strength was dissipated by the warring Confederations, and was 
permanently hobbled by the provisions of the Silent Sejm. Within twenty years, 
it was completely outmatched in every department. In the course of the Saxon 
Era, the disparity in the ratio of the Republic's armed forces in relation to 
Prussia was to rise to 1:11; in relation to Austria to 1:17; and in relation to 
Russia to 1:28.10 The huge quantities of indigent petty nobles, who formed a 
pool of military manpower unequalled in Europe, preferred to serve in the ret
inues of the magnates than in the regiments of the state. The first attempts to 
create an armaments industry, and to provide military training commensurate 
with the technical developments of the age, were undertaken not by the 
Republic as such, but by the private enterprise of the Radziwitl or the Branicki. 
Poland-Lithuania was not short of soldiers. It was a curious paradox; but the 
most militarized society in Europe was unable to defend itself. This sorry state 
of affairs was first brought to the attention of the world by the War of the Polish 
Succession. 

In 1733 the death of August II led to a repetition of the conflicts which had 
divided the Wettin realm during his early career. In Saxony itself, he was suc
ceeded by one of his few legitimate sons, also Friedrich-August, without dissent. 
But in the Republic, there were difficulties. At an election held in Warsaw on 12 
September 1733, the French candidate, Stanislaw Leszczynski, was again suc
cessful. His success sparked off another international war.11 Russia and Austria 
had declared in favour of the Wettin succession, and a Russian Army marched 
in to enforce it. In almost three years of fighting, all opposition was crushed. 
French intervention was confined to indirect action against Austria in Lorraine 
and Savoy. The election was re-run in October under the safety of Russian bay
onets, and a hand-picked electorate acclaimed the Saxon as August III. The con
federated Royal Army was obliged to retire from Warsaw. A coronation was 
staged in Cracow in January 1734. The city of Danzig, which had refused to sur
render, was besieged, and fell to the Russians in May. The Confederation of 
Dzikow, which under Adam Tarlo had raised its standard in the cause of 
national independence in October 1734 was defeated by Prussian and Russian 
troops, after a bold attempt to cross the Oder and carry the war in to Saxony. 
Its end came in May 1735.12 In the Ukrainian palatinates, especially in Braclaw, 
and in the Kurpie region of Royal Prussia, the anti-Russian movement assumed 
the form of peasant risings, and persisted into 1736. By that time this War of the 
Polish Succession had been officially terminated long since at Vienna by agree
ment of the powers. 

The accession of Augustus III brought general relief. Despite the sordid and 
violent operations by which it was achieved, no other solution was possible in 
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prevailing political circumstances. The Republic resigned itself to an extended 
association with Saxony. Saxony rejoiced in the fact that its ruler's fortunes in 
the Republic had been reprieved. In January 1734, for the royal Coronation in 
Cracow, the Saxon Music-Master at Leipzig hurriedly set an existing compo
sition to new words: 'Blast Larmen ihr Feinde' (Raise your alarms, oh 
enemies). In October, he was taken by surprise when the impending arrival of 
the Court was announced on the anniversary of the Polish accession. In three 
days, he produced an entire Cantata Gratulatoria in adventum Regis in nine 
parts: 

1. Chorsatz Preise dein Glucke, gesegnetes Sachsen, 
(Praise thy good fortune, blessed Saxony) 

2. Rezitativ Wie Konnen wir, grossmachtigster August. . . 
(How can we, most mighty Augustus, lay at thy feet the unfeigned 
impulse of our Respect, Faithfulness and Love) 

3. Arie Freilich trotz Augustus' Name . . . 
(Augustus's Name, such a noble seed of God, certainly defies all mor
tal might) 

4. Rezitatip Was hat dich sonst, Sarmatien, bewogen . . . 
(What has stirred thee, Sarmatia, that thou hast preferred the Saxon 
Piast, great Augustus's worthy son?) 

5. Arie Rase nur verwegner Scbwarm . . . 
(Bluster now, presumptuous swarm, in thine own bowels! Steep thy 
insolent arm, full of fury, in innocent fraternal blood, to our abhor
rence and thine own hurt. For the venom and the fierceness of thy 
envy strikes More at thee than at August.) 

6. Rezitativ ]a, ja! Gott ist uns nacb mit seine 
(Yea, yea! God is nigh, with his succour to protect Augustus's throne. 
He ensures that the whole North has been contented by the royal elec
tion . . . and does he not allow that city which so long opposed him to 
feel his favour more than his anger?) 

7. Arie Durch die von Eifer entlammeten Waffen .. . 
(To punish one's enemies with weapons inflamed by zeal brings hon
our and renown to many men; but to requite Evil with good deeds is 
only for heroes, and is Augustus's prerogative.) 

8. Rezitativ Lass docb, o teurer Landesvater, zu 
(Grant then, o Father of our country, that the Muses may sing and 
honour the Day when Sarmatia elected Thee as King .. .) 

9. Chorsatz Stifter der Reiche, Beherrscher der Kronen,... 
(Founder of empires, Lord of Crowns, support the throne which 
Augustus occupies. Adorn his House with imperishable prosperity 
. . . May his lands dwell in peace . . .13 

The full-blooded words of No. 5 refer to the defeat of the French party in 
Poland; those of No. 6 to the recent fall of Danzig. For them, the librettist, 
Johann Christian Clauder, received 12 thalers, as compared with the composer's 
50, and the total cost of production of 229 thalers 22 grosz. The chronicler of 
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Leipzig, Salomon Reimer, recorded the first performance on 5 October 1734, 
beneath the Elector-King's open window on the city square: 

Towards nine o'clock in the evening, their Majesties were presented by their subjects 
with an Abend-Muzik with trumpets and drums. It was composed by Music-Master, Mr 
Joh. Sebastian Bach, cantor at St. Thomas's. Whereat, six hundred students carried wax 
torches whilst four Counts acted as marshals. The procession emerged and . . . passed 
along the Ritter, Bruhl, and Catherine Streets to the King's lodging. As the orchestra 
arrived at the "Wage, the trumpets and drums opened up, whilst a choir broke into song 
from the City Hall. After handing over the libretto, the four Counts were left behind to 
kiss the sovereign's hand. 

Then His Majesty, with his royal consort, and the royal princes, stayed by the window 
as long as the music lasted, listening most graciously and heartily enjoying it.14 

Two days later, on the Elector-King's birthday, another Cantata was produced 
on the text 'Schleicht spielende Wellen und murmelt gelinde! Nein rauschet 
geschwinde!' (Glide along, ye waves in play and murmur gently. N o , rush along 
swiftly!) It formed a symbolic play on the rivers of Poland-Saxony, where the 
Elbe was sung by the tenor, and the Vistula, der begluckter Weichselstrom, by 
the bass. Over the next two centuries, the occasions which prompted these 
Cantatas have passed into oblivion. But the music is immortal. The bass aria, 
No. 7 from Bach's gratulatory Cantata BMV 215 can more usually be found as 
No. 47 in the 'Christmas Oratorio'; the opening chorus, Preise dein Glucke, now 
forms the 'Hosannah' of the B Minor Mass: 

For the next thirty years, the reign of Augustus III passed almost without inci
dent. The outlook of the second Elector-King has been likened to that of a pud
ding - soft, sweet, and inert. He had no real power, and no intention of finding 
out whether he had or not. He owed his position in the Republic to the Russian 
Army, which he made no effort thereafter to dismiss. The Russians came and 
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went as they pleased. He surrendered all active participation in Polish business 
to his ministers, especially to Count Heinrich Briihl (1700-63), who established 
a position in Warsaw approaching that of a personal dictator. In 1740-2, he 
made no move to obstruct the Prussian conquest of Austrian Silesia which drove 
a lengthy wedge between his Saxon and Polish dominions. In the subsequent 
War of the Austrian Succession (1742-8) and the Seven Years War (1756-63), he 
followed a policy conceived exclusively in the name and interest of Saxony, 
seeking to use the Republic as a milch-cow for his domestic luxuries and his mil
itary expenses. He was powerless to prevent the excesses of the Russian forces 
which tramped across the Republic towards Prussia and Pomerania, or those of 
Frederick the Great who in 1762-3 imposed forced contributions on the north
ern provinces of Poland as a means of restocking a bankrupt Prussian treasury. 
To facilitate their depredations, the Prussians flooded the Republic with forged 
and worthless imitations of the Polish coinage. During these decades, most cen
tral government of the Republic was suspended. The work of the Sejm was 
referred to the local dietines. The magnates, notably the Russian-backed 
Czartoryski and the French-connected Potocki, ruled supreme in their private 
empires, and paralysed all attempts at forging a common purpose. The 
Tribunals were terrorized. The tiny royal Army stayed in its barracks, for fear 
of action. The economy stagnated. The towns shrank. The bourgeoisie all but 
disappeared. The peasantry toiled with no hope of amelioration. Ignorance and 
poverty multiplied, whilst Warsaw danced to an endless succession of aristo
cratic balls, where all that mattered was the size of one's partner's latifundium. 
The opera and theatre flourished. The parks, the architecture, and the music 
were superb. All the arts found ample patronage. Some commentators thought 
that the 'Polish disease' was less harmful than the wars and violence which con
sumed neighbouring countries; others likened it to Sodom and Gomorrah. In the 
words of a popular refrain: 

Za krola Sasa 
Jedz, pij, i popuszczaj pasa! 

(Under the Saxon King, eat, drink, and loosen your belt!) 

In these circumstances, the Saxons' leading rival for the throne of the 
Republic, Stanislaw Leszczynski (1677—1766), can hardly have regretted his 
repeated failures. This refined and jovial nobleman, a magnate of Wielkopolska, 
and scion of an ancient Protestant family, was the lifelong candidate of the 
Franco-Swedish party. He had been crowned King of Poland twice, once in 1704 
and again in 1733. On the first occasion his reign lasted for five years until the 
Swedish defeat at Poltava; on the second occasion, it was cut short after five 
months. Trapped in Danzig by the Russian siege, he fled to Prussia in peasant's 
clothes. Exiled in Versailles, he married his daughter to the King of France; and 
in 1735 was himself rewarded with the Duchy of Lorraine and Bar in fief. His 
court at Luneville was a model of the Enlightenment, the resort of pbilosophes 
and of bons viveurs alike. He kept in close contact with Poland, and welcomed 
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large numbers of his countrymen to the schools and enterprises of his Duchy. He 
was the author of Glos wolny wolnosc ubezpieczajqcy (A Free Voice insuring 
Freedom, 1749), the most influential reforming tract of the age.15 

The spirit of improvement was by no means totally absent. Many magnates, 
like Leszczynski, were acutely aware of the Republic's plight, and within their 
considerable private means sought to develop the country's resources and to 
raise its morale. In Lithuania, the Radziwills had been building manufactories 
since the 1740s. Michal Oginski, author of an article on 'The Harp ' in Diderot's 
Encyclopedic, was building his canals. As from 1760, Andrzej Zamoyski 
(1716-92), a future Chancellor, abolished serfdom on all his estates, setting an 
example which he was to promote in public policy. Stanislaw Konarski 
(1700-73), pedagogue and publicist, founder of the 'Collegium Nobilium', 
which opened its doors to pupils in 1740, was equally concerned with political 
reform. His tract O skutecznym rad sposobie (Concerning an Efficient Method 
of Government), published in the year that Augustus III died, voiced the doubts 
of a generation. Here lay the seeds of future change. Most remarkable perhaps 
was the work of the Zaluski brothers, Andrzej Stanislaw Kostka (1695-1758) 
and Jozef Andrzej (1702-74), Catholic Bishops of Cracow and Kiev respectively. 
Bishop Stanislaw, who rose to the dignity of Crown Chancellor, pioneered the 
development of iron mining, metallurgy, and the science of mineralogy. Bishop 
Jozef Andrzej, who with Konarski had spent a period of exile at Luneville, 
founded a collection of books, which was opened in Warsaw in 1748 as the first 
public library in Europe. It was housed in the 'Blue Palace' by the Saxon Garden, 
built for one of the late king's natural daughters, Maria Orzelska. In time it con
tained some 400,000 volumes, all magnificently catalogued in rhyming Latin 
verse. Its treasures were the object of learned pilgrimages, and were described 
by the French scientist, Jean Bernouilli: 

The Palace is a veritable labyrinth of rooms, all crammed with books. The most 
remarkable room, and indeed the only one to be tastefully decorated, is devoted to show
piece volumes, many of them French, outstanding for their engravings and bindings. It is 
long and high, and adorned by numerous statues in honour of the most famous men of 
the country. It is adjoined by Bishop Zaluski's own bedroom. 

The Latin collection occupies another large hall on the third floor . . . I was shown a 
couple of beautiful manuscripts of Longinus and Macrobius, and a very ancient copy of 
Ovid's Letters and Metamorphoses, and then several exceptionally fine ecclesiastical 
works. One of these was a folio Codex, entitled Pontificalis ordinis liber, written and illu
minated on parchment, and dating from around 1500 . . . I also saw a ninth-century 
Burgundian Missal and the Decretalia of Pope Gregory IX, written in gold letters on vel
lum, and illustrated with more than a thousand miniatures . . . 

As for Polish documents, they attach great importance here to the enormous legal col
lection of Acts of the Republic in twenty-seven volumes, twelve of which are not origi
nals but copied from the Jagiellonian Library in Cracow . . .16 

In his will, Bishop Zaluski bequeathed his library to the Republic. But he could 
not control its fate. In 1795 it was plundered by the Russian Army, and sent in 
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packing cases to St. Petersburg where in due course it was joined by half a mil
lion more volumes taken from other Polish libraries. Modern diplomacy has 
failed to recover any significant part of the spoils. Modern visitors to the Soviet 
state libraries in Leningrad are not usually told of their true origins.17 

The death of Augustus III on 5 October 1763 brought the Saxon Era in the 
Republic to its natural term. There was no question of electing his son, 
Friedrich-Christian. This time the Russians had plans of their own. Catherine II 
was intent on reforming her Polish protectorate in her own image. In this, she 
was bound to compete with the Polish reformers, and in the end, if she persisted, 
to provoke conflict. Thus, after thirty years of somnolent sclerosis, the body 
politic of the Republic was about to be thrown into violent convulsions. To 
many who lived through the era of the Partitions, the 'good old Saxon days' 
must surely have been remembered with a touch of regret. 



18 

AGONIA: 

The End of the Russian Protectorate (1764-1795) 

The partitioning of Poland, effected in three stages in 1773,1793, and 1795, was 
without precedent in modern European History. Although victorious powers 
habitually stripped their defeated rivals of territorial possessions and were not 
averse to dividing the spoils of India, America, or Africa, there is no other 
instance when they deliberately annihilated one of Europe's historic states in 
cold blood. Poland was the victim of political vivisection — by mutilation, ampu
tation, and in the end total dismemberment; and the only excuse given was that 
the patient had not been feeling well. The death-throes of the Republic coin
cided exactly with the reign of its last King, Stanislaw-August Poniatowski 
(1732—98), from 1764 to 1795.1 (See Map 22.) 

The wags of the Enlightenment sharpened their wits on Poland's misfortunes. 
Frederick II of Prussia, a Protestant prince and one of the principal meddlers, 
boasted that he 'partook eucharistically of Poland's body'. Voltaire uttered his 
famous wisecrack: 'One Pole - a charmer, two Poles — a brawl; three Poles — ah, 
that's the Polish Question.' Their audience tittered elegantly, believing that 
Poland had somehow deserved her fate. As Vorontsov, the Russian Chancellor, 
declared in 1763, 'Poland is constantly plunged in disorder; as long as she keeps 
her present constitution, she does not deserve to be considered among the 
European powers.' 

It is undeniable, of course, that Poland's label as 'The Republic of Anarchy' 
did not entirely lack foundation. For nearly fifty years since the silent Sejm of 
1717, the politicians had been powerless to repair a number of grave weak
nesses. The state was still a dual Republic in which the conflicting interests of 
the two constituent parts, the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania, nicely obstructed all attempts of reform. The monarchy was still elec
tive, and a plaything of international diplomacy. The Sejm was still hamstrung 
by the Liberum Veto. The unreformed constitution still permitted the formation 
of Confederations. Despite a population of n million and a territory of 282,000 
square miles - which was larger than either France or Spain - there was still no 
central treasury, and in practice a royal army of only 12,000 men. The 'Golden 
Freedom' which most of the noble citizens were taught to regard as the glory of 
their Republic, had lost its meaning in a land where nine-tenths of the popula
tion lived in poverty and servitude, and where all was customarily arranged by 
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Map 22. The Partitions of Poland, (1773-95) 

the promise of French gold or by the threat of Russian coercion. For nearly fifty 
years, Poland—Lithuania had been ruled as a Russian Protectorate, by methods 
which in civilian life would have been described as a protection-racket. 
Everything was quiet so long as the Russian gangsters received their dues, and 
the Polish mugs and gulls accepted their protection. As soon as the protected 
tried to shake off their unwanted protectors, trouble was bound to occur. 

The confusing developments of the Partition period can never be properly 
understood unless it is realized that Poland's internal troubles were systemati
cally promoted by her more powerful neighbours. Russia had been interfering 
in the internal affairs of state for over a century. It was Peter I who had insisted 
on appointing himself as the 'patron' of the Orthodox minority; who had suc
cessfully schemed to put the House of Wettin on the Polish throne; and who had 
forced a silent Sejm to pass the strictures on finance, army, and reform which 
blighted public life thereafter. Not only Russia, but Sweden, Prussia, France, 
and Austria, used Poland as a battleground on which to settle their quarrels 
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inexpensively. It is the simple truth that Poland's weakness suited the purposes 
of her neighbours most conveniently. In a tag of the day, Poland was Karczma 
Europy - 'Europe's Staging Inn'. What is more, whenever the Poles took steps 
to put their house in order, both Russia and Prussia took counter-steps to see 
that nothing changed. In 1764, when the convocational Sejm appointed a 
Commission of Finance to create a general customs system in line with other 
modern states, Frederick of Prussia set up a fort at Marienwerder, on his side of 
the river Vistula, to bombard and terrorize Polish shipping until the new pro
posals were dropped. In the same year, the Russians dispatched the latest of 
their military expeditions to see that the coming Royal election was enacted as 
planned. If in the subsequent period the Poles are judged to have contributed to 
the catastrophe themselves, it was more by their desperate efforts to escape from 
Anarchy than from their supposed desire to wallow in it. It should have been 
clear to all that the despots of St. Petersburg and Berlin, who denied most civil 
liberties to their own subjects, could never be the genuine champions of any gen
uine 'Golden Freedom' in Poland. 

The same sort of hypocrisy was current in matters of religion. It is true that 
the Roman Catholic establishment of the Republic, despite the long tradition of 
toleration and freedom of worship, had denied the religious minorities, 
Orthodox and Protestant, full political rights since 1718. In this, Polish practice 
resembled that of Great Britain or Holland, and, until the bishops were goaded 
into retaliation in the 1770s, had been far more tolerant than that of Russia, 
whose visiting armies had invariably inflicted forcible conversion on the 
Republic's Uniates. But this did not prevent the Russian court from posing as 
the defender of oppressed minorities. On this issue, Frederick the Great had no 
illusions. 'What would (the Russian Minister) say if France were to invade 
Holland in order to force the Estates-General to admit papists to public 
charges?' he asked, ' . . . would he not say that France had been the aggressor? 
But apply this to the present situation in Poland . . . It's the Russians who are the 
aggressors.'2 Frederick knew his collaborators well, but did not flinch in joining 
them in their pious demands for religious rights in Poland. If the Republic 
had been strong, there is no doubt that the diplomats would have praised her 
tradition of religious enlightenment instead of cultivating the grievances of the 
'dissidents'. 

Russia's expansionist policy towards Eastern Europe, and to Poland in par
ticular, came in two variations. On the one hand, the military party were openly 
in favour of direct annexations. They believed that Russia's interests could best 
be served by seizing the territory of her neighbours on every possible occasion. 
Chernyshev, the Vice-President of the War College, expressed this view when, 
at the new Empress Catherine's council called to discuss the death of the King 
of Poland, he proposed an invasion of Polish Livonia and of the palatinates of 
Polotsk, Witebsk, and Mscislaw. He commanded the support no doubt of those 
who in the previous years, with the Russian Army in Berlin, had urged the late 
Empress Elizabeth to dismantle the upstart Kingdom of Prussia. The politicians, 
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on the other hand, were more cautious. Panin, Catherine's principal adviser on 
foreign affairs, held to the older and deeper Russian game whereby rivals were 
disarmed by promises of protection, and where the victim was not gobbled sud
denly but chewed at leisure. Panin had hopes of a Northern System, where 
alliances with Prussia, Sweden, and England could be used to confound the 
Southern System of Louis XV's Minister, Choiseul. In Panin's scheme, the 
Republic was to continue as Russia's advance post in Europe, a vassal protec
torate whose dependence could be perpetuated by endless manipulation and at 
minimal expense. Catherine undoubtedly shared his intentions at the outset; 
and one vital strand of the politics of the Partitions can be traced in her pro
gressive abandonment of the policy of leisurely rumination for that of instant 
consumption.3 

Prussia's outlook was somewhat different. In comparison to Russia, it was a 
tiny state, whose marvellous efficiency could not always preserve it from the 
consequences of insatiable ambition. The seizure of Silesia in 1740 had pro
voked two decades of wars which all but overwhelmed their instigator. In 1762 
with the treasury empty and Berlin occupied, Prussia had only been saved by the 
sudden death of the Empress Elizabeth and by the timely accession of Peter III, 
Frederick's most fervent admirer. Prussia was in fact a cheerful international 
parasite. On three occasions, in 1656, 1720, and 1733 it had been party to 
abortive plans for dismembering the Republic. In 1752., Frederick's Political 
Testament had likened his Polish neighbour to 'an artichoke, ready to be con
sumed leaf by leaf'.4 For the 'Kingdom in Prussia' did not yet possess a consoli
dated territorial base. The possessions of the Hohenzollerns were scattered 
across Northern Europe in unconnected clutches. The two largest elements, 
Brandenburg and Ducal (East) Prussia, were still separated by the broad Polish 
province of Royal (West) Prussia, which Frederick saw as the first leaf of the 
artichoke. After the crisis of 1762, his policy was no more repentant than before, 
but more circumspect. Lone banditry had proved too risky. He was now intent 
on forming a gang. 

The Republic's other neighbour, Austria, lacked both Prussia's dynamism 
and Russia's resources. Exhausted by the Seven Years War, the Austrians pos
sessed more than enough territory to keep their creaking administration busy. 
They had no plans of expansion. Their mountain frontier in the Carpathians, 
dividing them from Poland, and from Northern Europe in general, was com
plete except for the one minor gap at Spisz (Zips). In any case they were 
Catholics like the Poles, and still remembered the legendary occasion in 1683 
when Sobieski had broken the Siege of Vienna. They hated the Prussians, and 
feared Russia. It seemed unthinkable that they might make common cause with 
Poland's assailants. But they did.5 

Ruling personalities also played a part. Frederick of Prussia, brilliant, cynical, 
and unscrupulous, knew exactly where he was going. He was dealing with a 
couple of Empresses whose weaknesses he exploited with consummate skill, 
flattering the one, and teasing the other. Catherine II, recently elevated to the 
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throne of All-the-Russias after the murder of her husband, Peter III, was the 
daughter of a Prussian Field Marshal. She was as heavy handed with her allies 
as with her countless lovers. Maria Theresa, 'widow Queen of Hungary and 
Empress of Austria', was devout and anxious. When the First Partition was 
eventually complete, Frederick remarked: 'Catherine and I are simply brigands; 
but I wonder how the Queen-Empress managed to square her confessor! . . . Elle 
pleurait quand elle prenait; et plus elle pleurait, plus elle prenait.' Finally, there 
was Stanislaw-August Poniatowski, the polished, pliable, cosmopolitan nephew 
of the Russian-backed Czartoryski faction. When Polish plenipotentiary in St. 
Petersburg in 1755-8, he had been Catherine's most passionate lover - 'poor, 
foolish Poniatowski', in Carlyle's unkind words, 'an empty, windy creature, 
redolent of macassar'. He was the obvious instrument for displacing the som
nolent Saxons from the throne of Poland. To everyone's surprise, he turned out 
to be an ardent patriot, and a convinced reformer.6 

The prospect of a Royal election in Poland accelerated existing intrigues. 
Both Frederick and Catherine had anticipated the event, the one in 1762, by co
ordinating his plans with the ill-fated Peter III, the other in January 1763 by 
imposing a new ruler by armed force on the Duchy of Courland. Now they con
spired more closely. On 11 April 1764 a treaty was signed in which Frederick 
succeeded in winning Catherine to the points agreed earlier with Peter: namely, 
that both would support a 'Piast' candidate, for the Polish throne, and that both 
would act together in defence of the 'Golden Freedom' and of the rights of reli
gious dissidents. Frederick's main motive was to unseat the Saxons, his rivals in 
Germany. Catherine's motive was to smooth the way for Poniatowski. At the 
outset of this exercise, she was sufficiently ingenuous to issue a declaration to all 
the courts in Europe, disclaiming the rumour that a Partition was being pre
pared. 'If ever malice in concert with falsehood', she wrote indignantly, 'has 
been able to contrive a completely baseless rumour, it is assuredly the one which 
dares to imply that we have resolved to support a Piast for one purpose only, 
namely that, with his help, we could then easily invade several provinces of the 
Realm of Poland, dismember them, and appropriate them forthwith to 
Ourselves and Our Empire.'7 Seeing the anaesthetic effect of this disclaimer on 
the European powers, the Prussian and Austrian Ministers in Warsaw made 
similar statements of their own. 

As it happened, Poniatowski's road was smooth enough. The Electoral Field 
was lined with Russian soldiers and with retainers of the Czartoryski. On 6 
September 1764, those nobles of the Republic who had not already left in dis
gust acclaimed their new King with a unanimous shout. As the victor himself 
remarked, it was the least troublesome election in the Republic's history. 

Stanistaw-August's position was far from comfortable, however. In the first 
four years of his reign, he only succeeded in offending all those who had 
regarded him as the servant of their interest. He promoted the Whiggish Andrzej 
Zamoyski as Crown Chancellor; but he soon fell out with his Czartoryski rela
tions, who resented his plans for constitutional reform. In 1766, he successfully 



THE END OF THE RUSSIAN PROTECTORATE 391 

instituted the Corps of Cadets under Adam Kazimierz Czartoryski, as the ker
nel of military education and expansion. But he had a difficult relationship with 
Catherine's agent, Repnin, whose threats and violence made a mockery of the 
monarch's prerogative. He angered Frederick by the customs proposals, and 
disappointed the 'dissidents' who had been led to regard him as their ally. He 
particularly incensed the established Church by failing to make his position 
clear on the religious issue. The first Sejm of the reign, in 1766, turned into a 
fiasco. The King's proposals for ending the Liberum Veto were rejected, whilst 
the efforts of the Bishop of Cracow, Kajetan Sohyk, to obtain a declaration 
about the 'Security of the Faith' led to repeated uproar. By the end of the year, 
the country was dividing up into several armed camps. 

The year 1767 marks the nadir of the 'Polish Anarchy', in which the baleful 
provocations of the Russians were plainly revealed. At first, two armed confed
erations of dissidents emerged, one at Thorn for the Protestants, the other at 
Slupsk for the Orthodox. The element of genuine religious motivation in these 
developments may be judged from events at Thorn where the confederation was 
organized by a Russian officer, who began by arresting everyone, including the 
city corporation, who opposed the will of the Empress. There then emerged at 
Radom a more serious movement, which gradually spread into a countrywide 
'General Confederation'. Some of these confederates, like the Radziwills in 
Lithuania, were aiming to dethrone the King. Some were merely trying to block 
his programme of reform. Others thought they were saving the Church. All were 
being manipulated. On this occasion, Repnin not only succeeded in stage-man
aging the conduct of both the Opposition and the King; he actually persuaded 
the King to join the Confederates. In October, he showed his hand. Having 
arranged an extraordinary meeting of the Sejm, he promptly arrested the four 
leading oppositionists and sent them in chains to Kaluga. He announced his 
action in a brief note to the House: 

The troops of Her Imperial Majesty, my Sovereign, and the friend and ally of the 
Republic, have arrested the Bishop of Cracow, the Bishop of Kiev, the Palatine of 
Cracow and the starosta of Dolin, whose behaviour, by impugning the purity of Her 
salutary, disinterested, and loving intentions towards the Republic, has insulted the dig
nity of Her Imperial Majesty.8 

Thereupon, Repnin's appointees suspended the Sejm in favour of a special 
Commission, which proceeded to pass the so-called 'cardinal laws' perpetuating 
the reign of Anarchy. The nobility were confirmed in their monopoly of polit
ical rights. The Liberum Veto was retained. Royal elections were to be 'free'. In 
short, the 'Golden Freedom' was clearly exposed as a hollow sham. The only 
person legally empowered to change it was the Empress of Russia. The system 
of 1717 was restored.9 

At this point, Catherine must have been well pleased. The Republic lay pros
trate before her in an agony of self-induced paralysis. The Russian party was in 
control. She had no further demands. In fact, unbeknown to herself, she was 
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cornered. Her moment of satisfaction soon passed. She had not counted on the 
Poles, or the Turks, or on Frederick of Prussia. She was soon obliged to rethink 
her policy. 

In 1768, the repercussions of Russian brutalities in the Republic made rapid 
progress. On 2.9 February, at Bar in Podolia, a new Confederation was consti
tuted by a consortium of disillusioned nobles headed by Jan Michal Pac 
(1730-80), together with members of the Potocki, Sapieha, and Krasinski 
clans. They started a war which the Russians were unable to stamp out for 
nearly four years. They generated an idealism, a questioning of fundamental 
principles, which had not occurred for decades, and which was to form the 
starting-point of modern Polish nationalism. At the same time, they provoked 
violent side-effects which were completely beyond their control. In the 
Ukraine, their forces were taken in the rear by the so-called 'Kolivshchyzna', a 
peasant and Cossack rising which left a horrifying trail of butchered noble
men, Jews, and priests. The rising briefly diverted the attentions of the Russian 
and Royal armies who were advancing together against the Confederates. At 
Uman (Human), it led to a massacre of legendary proportions. Some twenty 
thousand Catholics and Jews, herded respectively into their churches and syn
agogues, were murdered in cold blood. The rebels produced the slogan: 'Pole-
Jew-Dog: all of one Faith', and in three weeks of unbridled violence killed 
almost two hundred thousand people. Thereafter, they were suppressed with 
matching severity. Their leader Maksym Zelezniak, was taken into custody by 
the Russians, and deported to Siberia. His chief lieutenant, Ivan Gonta, was 
handed over to the Poles, to be flayed and quartered alive.10 In the following 
months, the Russians under Krechetnikov aided Hetman Branicki in his pur
suit of the Confederates. But in October, they sparked off a further reaction 
from Turkey. Exasperated by Catherine's broken promises to withdraw her 
forces from Poland, the Porte ordered the arrest of the Russian Minister in 
Constantinople. It was a declaration of war. Catherine was caught by the 
'fork' of her simultaneous commitments in Poland and in Turkey. 

Catherine's troubles multiplied fast. Fighting a war against the Turks, she 
could not spare the troops to crush the risings which sprang up in Cracow, in 
Wielkopolska, and in Lithuania. In 1769 she found that the Confederates of Bar 
had set up a 'Generality' at Biala on the Austrian frontier, and that French 
officers were assisting in their activities. In 1771, open war flared again. The 
young Suvorov was hard pressed to contain the brilliant improvisation of 
Casimir Pulaski in Poland, and of Hetman Oginski in Lithuania. The last centre 
of resistance at the monastery of Jasna Gora, at Czestochowa, was not sup
pressed till 18 August 1772.11 

Frederick of Prussia was delighted with the turn of events. He waited until the 
Polish pot was nicely on the boil, before giving it a stir himself. In September 
1768, he produced a plan of Partition, supposedly worked out by one Count 
Lynar. On finding that Catherine was not yet ready, he bided his time, hinting 
all the while that the Empress's indulgent treatment of the ungrateful Poles was 
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more than they deserved. Had she not guaranteed their 'Golden Freedom'? Had 
she not championed the cause of religious toleration? Had she not suffered 
enough insults from dangerous Republicans and upstart bishops? Catherine, 
flattered by the neatness of Frederick's solution, but still humiliated by the fail
ure of her original scheme, gradually surrendered to his prompting. If she did 
not yield to Frederick's proposals, she had to face the prospect of Prussia join
ing Austria and Turkey in a grand coalition against her. 

Surprisingly enough, the blows which finally broke down Catherine's reluc
tance were struck by the Austrians, and in particular by Maria Theresa's astute 
adviser, Kaunitz, who showed remarkable ability in serving his mistress's 
advantage. In 1769, profiting by the Republic's preoccupations, Austrian troops 
marched into Spisz and annexed it, 'ad damnum evitandum'. In 1770 they 
marched on to Nowy Targ and Nowy Sacz, which were also annexed. Noises 
were made in protest against Russian activities in Poland, and in 1771 Austria 
joined her traditional Turkish enemy in a secret alliance against Russia. It was 
just what Frederick needed. He was now able to argue that the Republic's 
weakness had reached the point where it was threatening international stability, 
and where a legal Partition was necessary to put an end to arbitrary annexa
tions. His brother, Prince Henry of Prussia, had visited St. Petersburg in the 
autumn of 1770 and pressed these arguments. They proved conclusive. In June 
1771, a Partition of Poland was agreed in principle between Prussia and Russia. 
In February, 1772, after a decent hesitation, Maria Theresa accepted the invita
tion to partake. All was settled bar the details. 

The sharing of the spoils exercised the minds of the diplomats for barely five 
months. Frederick, as instigator of the exercise, modestly helped himself to 
Royal Prussia, Kujawy, and Chehnno. His abstinence from Danzig was proof of 
his moderation. Catherine, confined herself to Polish Livonia, and to the coun
ties of Polotsk, Witebsk, Mscislaw, and Homel. She confirmed her control over 
Courland. But Maria Theresa, having dallied the longest, could afford to raise 
her price the highest. Kaunitz insisted on the larger part of southern Malopol-
ska, from Biala on the Silesian border in the west to the Turkish frontier on the 
Dniester in the east. In the final reckoning, Prussia took 5 per cent of the 
Republic's territory and a mere 580,000 of its citizens; Russia took 12.7 per cent 
of the territory and 1,300,000 people; Austria, received only 11.8 per cent of the 
territory, but no less than 2,130,000 souls. (See Diagram M.) The bad con
sciences of the partitioners had been nicely measured. The Treaty of Partition 
was signed in St. Petersburg on 25 July/5 August (Julian/Gregorian calendar) 
1772.12 Its preamble stated the reasons: 

In the Name of the Most Holy Trinity! The spirit of faction, the troubles and intestine 
war which had shaken the Kingdom of Poland for so many years, and the Anarchy 
which acquires new strength every day . . . give just apprehension for expecting the total 
decomposition of the state . . . at the same time, the Powers neighbouring on the 
Republic are burdened with rights and claims which are as ancient as they are legiti
mate . . . 
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The Poles were required to submit to their treatment in the most proper way 
possible. On the initiative of the new Russian ambassador, Staeckelberg, a Sejm 
was called. For a salary of 3,000 ducats a month, the Marshal of the Sejm, Adam 
Poninski, was raised to the dignity of Treasurer in return for managing the 
confirmation of the treaties. As part of the process, yet another Confederation 
was formed, and after that yet another Commission. The King was persuaded 
to join, and in the summer of 1773 signed the necessary documents. The three 
treaties of cession between the Republic and each of the partitioning powers 
were completed on 7/18 September 1773. Legal niceties were observed to the 
end. The air was full of compliments to the gracious Kings and Empresses and 
of homage to the 'Golden Freedom'. In effect, the victim not only gave his assent 
for the operation; he was persuaded to wield the knife himself. The one sover
eign to protest was the King of Spain. 

In a world careless of the Republic's fate, the mechanics of Partition passed 
almost unnoticed. The platitudes were widely believed. The faults of the Poles 
were universally recognized. Court apologists from Berlin, St. Petersburg, and 
Vienna stressed the difficulties in which their sovereigns had been placed. In due 
course, court and state historians from Karamzin to Treitschke, expatiated on 
the Poles' good fortune in receiving the blessings of foreign rule.13 No one 
seemed to notice the sleight of hand which concealed a sophisticated form of 
international violence. Carlyle came near the mark when he called the Partitions 
an act of 'decisive surgery'. He only forgot to mention that the purpose of genu
ine surgery is to cure and to heal, not to maim or to kill. For Frederick had 
designed an operation whose avowed purpose was to weaken the Republic, and 
to destroy its powers of resistance. Dissatisfied with the side-effects of his earl
ier, direct acts of aggression, he was now perfecting a technique which cost less 
and looked better. The demon-surgeon picks his victim well in advance, and 
locates its weaknesses. Posing as a well-wisher disturbed by the symptoms, he 
pokes the affected area until convulsions are produced, and the victim is 
writhing in agony. Next he advises preventive surgery, to which the desperate 
patient is easily persuaded to submit. During the operation he takes care to leave 
enough of the diseased tissue untouched so as to ensure future inflammation, 
and invites his assistants to amputate an arm or a leg by way of surgical prac
tice. Afterwards, when the greatly weakened patient suffers further convulsions, 
another operation can be prescribed, and then another, and another. If, at the 
end, the patient is dead, and his property is in the surgeon's pocket, the world 
can be told, with regret, that his illness was malignant from the start, and that 
costly and elaborate efforts were made to save him. After all, it is the surgeon 
who makes out the death certificate. Who will know that the patient's disease 
was not really fatal? Who will suspect that he has been foully murdered? As 
Frederick well knew, his new technique of 'decisive surgery' gave all the appear
ances of legality and respectability. It was much safer and much more efficient 
than assaulting one's victim in the street. Indeed, as it involved the minimum of 
overt violence, it earned the skilful practitioner the admiration of the civilized 
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world. It is a marvellous technique which Catherine II was destined to master in 
her own right, and which aspiring tyrants of later ages have been only too will
ing to imitate. 

To the modern observer, the perspicacity no less than the cynicism of 
European statesmen regarding the consequences of the First Partition may seem 
surprising. In a world where diplomacy was uncomplicated by moral scruples, 
and where Frederick could cheerfully compare his Polish victims to defenceless 
Iroquois Indians, the deeper effects of the Partition were observed and recorded 
with cold precision. In reference to his fateful alliance with Russia, Frederick 
freely admitted: 'How blind and insane is Europe to contribute to the rise of a 
people which may someday become her own doom.' 'The Empress of Russia has 
breakfasted', wrote Edmund Burke, 'Where will she dine?' Elsewhere, in refer
ence to the inability of the western powers to intervene in Eastern Europe. Burke 
commented that 'Poland must be regarded as being situated on the Moon.'14 

The more serious implications of the First Partition were apparent within a 
few years of its completion. Writing in 1788, in his History of the Prussian 
Monarchy, the Comte de Mirabeau, stated that it would be 'both impossible 
and reprehensible' to justify the treaties of Partition, 'which have given Europe 
but a servile peace'. 'In the future', he wrote, 'the destiny of Liberty, of Property, 
and of Human Life itself will be determined by the whims of despots . . . ' In the 
following fateful year, speculating on The Peril of the Political Balance in 
Europe, the Swiss journalist Jacques Mallet-du-Pin, predicted that the Partitions 
would become 'the horror of our age'. By the mid-nineteenth century, such com
ments were commonplace. In an era when repeated Polish Risings drew atten
tion to the iniquities of the European System, it did not need a genius to see that 
the much-vaunted principle of 'Legitimacy', and the 'Holy' Alliances of the 
Empires had been built on international pillage. Macaulay was but one of many 
who condemned the Partition as 'a shameful crime'.15 

In the last resort, of course, all such moral protests were distinctly double-
edged. As Bismarck was wont to point out, the partitions of Poland were no 
more reprehensible, and no less, than the Polish partitions of Ruthenia in the 
fourteenth century, or of Prussia in the fifteenth. They were no worse, or better, 
than the colonial Partitions of Asia, Africa, and America, which all the 
European powers were about to undertake. All states are created by force, and 
all come into being by cannibalizing their predecessors. The special sense of out
rage which attended the fate of the Polish Republic was partly due to the fact 
that European princes had eaten a fellow European. But it was also due to the 
particular moment. Poland was partitioned on the eve of the birth of 
Nationalism and Liberalism, and thus became a symbol of all those people for 
whom self-determination and the consent of the governed provide the guiding 
principles of political life. 

For the Republic, the most demoralizing aspect of the whole business was 
seen in the spectacle of a large number of Poles who willingly served the inter
ests of the partitioning powers. After fifty years of factional politics and Russian 
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'protection', there was no shortage of citizens who made their careers by work
ing in the Sejm, in the dietines, or in the Confederations on behalf of foreign pay
masters. Indeed, many were sufficiently confused by the corruption and 
double-talk of the time to have sincerely accepted the Russians as the genuine 
protectors of traditional Polish values. In the period of the Partitions, these 'col
laborators' were drawn from the highest circles of the land. One of the most 
scandalous, the dissolute priest Gabriel Podoski (d. 1793), was raised by 
Catherine to the rank of Archbishop and Primate. Two others, Jozef 
Kossakowski (1738-94) and Ignacy Massalski (1729-94), were Roman Catholic 
bishops. The former, like Poninski, lived from a hefty Russian pension; the lat
ter was dismissed from the National Education Commission for embezzlement. 
Many, like Seweryn Rzewuski (1743—1811), Franciszek-Ksavery Branicki 
(1730-1819), Stanislaw-Szczesny Potocki (1751-1805), Piotr Ozarowski 
(1741-94), or Bishop Kossakowski's brother, Szymon Kossakowski (1741-94), 
monopolized the leading military commands in the Republic, and belonged to 
the most wealthy magnatial families. During the revolutionary years, many 
were destined to meet with retribution. Yet such as these were legion. Men who 
dared to risk their lives and careers by protesting against the prevailing violence 
were few and far between. In the Sejm of 1773, at the First Partition, only two 
honest men could be found. Senator Soltyk resigned his office. 'I would rather 
sit in a dungeon and cut off my hand than sign the sentence passed on my father
land;' he wrote to Staeckelberg, 'a Pole who permits the partition of his country 
would be sinning against God. And we senators . . . would become perjurers.' 
Tadeusz Rejtan (1746—80), envoy of Nowogrodek, went further. Having begged 
the members in vain to reject the Partition, he rent his clothes and threw himself 
on to the floor of the chamber: 'On the blood of Christ, I adjure you, do not play 
the part of Judas; kill me, stamp on me, but do not kill the Fatherland.' Seven 
years later, driven to distraction, he committed suicide. 

The eventual consequence of the First Partition was, of course, the Second 
Partition; and of the Second, the Third. Violence bred violence. The tensions 
provoked on the first occasion were not resolved, and were ready to break sur
face again as soon as Russian vigilance wavered. Their reappearance would pro
vide the justification for yet another intervention. Between 1773 and 1793 and 
again in 1794-5,the entire scenario was re-enacted with only minor variations. 
On each occasion, a pattern was clearly observable. The Polish reformers, 
obstructed in their plans to remedy their country's ills by legal means, turned to 
an illegal adventure which had to be forcibly suppressed by Russian arms. On 
each occasion, in order to avoid the risk of a wider conflagration, and prior to 
her punishment of the rebellious Poles, the Empress of Russia was obliged to 
seek the consent and the assistance of her Prussian or Austrian rivals. On each 
occasion, as the price of their consent and assistance, Berlin or Vienna 
demanded a slice of Polish territory. In this way, each Partition was the logical 
consequence of an attempt to launch a programme of reform. Once this mech
anism is understood, it is clear that the Partitions were not merely unfortunate 
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accidents of foreign policy whose chance occurrence interrupted the progress of 
internal reform. The Partitions were a necessary part of the process whereby 
reform had to be obstructed if Russian supremacy was to be maintained. The 
Republic of Poland-Lithuania was not destroyed because of its internal anar
chy. It was destroyed because it repeatedly tried to reform itself. 

The lines of conflict were clearly drawn. The main protagonists were on the 
one hand, the Empress of Russia, who sought to defend the status quo, and on 
the other hand, the Polish reformers, who demanded change. The Empress 
could count on the constant support of the leading Polish magnates, whose priv
ileges she had sworn to uphold; on the religious dissidents, whose indignation 
she kept inflamed; of the Polish Army, which was under the magnates' com
mand; of the Polish Church, whose bishops were in Russian pay; and of the 
majority of the Polish Sejm, which was packed with magnatial pensioners and 
Russian agents. The reformers in contrast could only count On the intermittent 
support of a vacillating King, on a handful of noblemen who opposed the main 
magnatial Opposition; on the sporadic interest of Russia's foreign adversaries, 
such as France, Sweden, and Turkey; on a minority of the Sejm; and on the 
incipient patriotism of the country at large. The contest was heavily weighted 
from the start. The Russian Party, though lacking in popular support, enjoyed 
the advantages of the Law, of superior numbers, of the professional armies, and 
of a unified policy directed from St. Petersburg. The Reformers had little but 
their wits, their powers of improvisation, and their sense of superior moral pur
pose. 

For more than a decade after the First Partition, the rival parties observed an 
uneasy truce. The Russian Party had proved the strength of its hand, and could 
afford to make a number of concessions. The Reformers, conscious of the lim
its within which they had to work, were content with piecemeal innovations. 
The King, grateful for an end to the preceding turbulence, managed the country 
amicably enough in conjunction with a new series of Russian ambassadors 
hand-picked for their tact and restraint. Limited reforms, which did not contra
vene the principles of the protectorate, were positively encouraged. In 1773, the 
Commission of National Education was created by the very Sejm which had just 
passed the Partition. In 1775, the establishment of a Permanent Council greatly 
strengthened the executive government, whose five departments formed the 
core of a modern administrative system. In the 1780s, Stanislaw-August began 
to edge his way towards an independent foreign policy. Catherine preoccupied 
by her disputes with Sweden and Turkey, was losing the sympathy of Prussia 
and Austria. After the death of Frederick the Great in 1786, there were distinct 
signs that his successor, Frederick-William III, might be willing to support the 
Polish reformers as a way of embarrassing Catherine. 

Yet the utter helplessness of Poland-Lithuania in this period could not be eas
ily disguised. The King and his circle could not escape from the web of external 
coercion and internal disloyalty in which they were trapped. Indeed, their 
renewed efforts to extricate themselves were the direct cause of their downfall. 
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In 1787, learning of Russia's international troubles, Stanislaw-August tried to 
exploit the situation to Poland's advantage. Having invited the Empress 
Catherine and Prince Potemkin to the royal palace at Kaniow on the Dnieper, 
he proposed a straightforward political bargain. In return for a Russo-Polish 
Alliance against the Turks, he pressed the Empress to allow him to expand the 
Polish Army and to share in the expected profits of the Black Sea Trade. In the 
expectation of a positive response, the Polish Sejm was ordered to assemble in 
October 1788. The Empress's response, however, was negative. Assured that the 
Republic's disaffected Hetmans, Branicki, Rzewuski, and Potocki, would sup
port her Turkish campaigns unconditionally, the Empress saw no reason to 
bother herself with the King's proposals. As always, Russia had nothing to gain 
by condoning Polish reforms, and Poland had nothing to offer by way of induce
ments. 'It is necessary to dismiss the personal concerns of the King and his 
Ministers', Catherine wrote in a private letter, 'and to keep the constitution as 
it is now. For truth to tell, there is no need or benefit for Russia in Poland becom
ing more active.16 A clearer appreciation of the political realities could not be 
imagined. The British Minister in Warsaw, writing on 7 July 1788, reached the 
same conclusions: 

Since the Partition till this very day, Poland possesses neither her own history nor politi
cally independent existence. Deprived of trade, having not a single external ally, pos
sessing neither sufficient internal strength nor revenues enabling emancipation from 
foreign rule, squeezed by three powerful monarchies on all sides, she seems to be waiting 
in silence for a sentence that will bring about her emptiness . . . This is the fate of a coun
try which, under clever government, could easily rank among the first powers of Europe 
...17 

The ultimate consequences of the King's demarche, though entirely logical, 
were not foreseen at the time. The Polish Sejm, originally convoked to approve 
the projected Russo-Polish Alliance, turned instead to the associated proposals 
of Reform. An assembly which had served for decades as the conveyor-belt of 
Russian policies seized its chance to act as the launching-pad of political libera
tion. Whilst the Russian cat was away at the Turkish War, the Polish mice began 
to play with fire. In the four years 1788-91, the reformers of the Sejm abolished 
all those constraints, which had perpetuated the Republic's bondage. By so 
doing, they undermined the foundations of the Russian protectorate in Poland, 
and overturned the system which had prevailed ever since the baleful settlement 
of 1717. It was inevitable that the Russian Government, and the Russians' Polish 
clients, would intervene at the earliest opportunity - as they surely did. Thus, 
the King's ingenuous attempt to organize a genuine alliance with Russia gave 
rise to the Four Years' Sejm: the Sejm to the Constitution of 3 May; the 
Constitution to the Confederation of Targowica; the Confederation to 
the Russo-Polish War of 1791-2; the War to the Second Partition of 1793; the 
Partition to Kosciuszko's National Rising of 1794; the Rising to the Third 
Partition and the destruction of the state. In circumstances where the least 
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movement could provoke incalculable consequences, the Republic's only 
chance of survival had been to stand absolutely motionless. Instead, by taking 
one small innocent step, the King precipitated an avalanche whose accelerating 
momentum engulfed the entire country in total disaster. 

In those same years, the appearance of the French Revolution heightened 
existing tensions in Eastern Europe. The Empires felt threatened by the forces of 
Universal Revolution. Europe was dividing into armed camps. The mild-
tempered reformers in Warsaw could be denounced as disciples of the Jacobins 
of Paris.18 Not for the last time, Poland could be crushed in order that 
Europeans everywhere might sleep more peacefully. 

Internal developments in Poland at this time raise two peculiar historical prob
lems. One concerns the relationship of political ideas to political action. The gen
eration of leaders which came to prominence in the course of Stanislaw-August's 
reign was exceptionally well-versed in contemporary progressive thought; yet 
they failed to put their ideas to good effect. For twenty years, the journal 
Monitor (1765-85) had faithfully relayed all the debates and developments of 
Western Europe, regularly translating and republishing the cardinal texts of the 
French Encyclopedic From 1782, the Pamietnik Historyczno-Polityczno-
Ekonomiczny (Historico-Politico-Economic Record) had systematically dis
cussed programmes for reviving the country's fortunes. A bevy of politically 
conscious writers flourished. Franciszek Bohomolec (1720-84), an editor of 
Monitor, did not live to see the revolution. A former Jesuit, he devoted his later 
life to the theatre, to the Polish language, and to social criticism. Ignacy Krasicki 
(1735-1801), poet, satirist, translator, and Prince-Bishop of Warmia, inimitably 
fostered both patriotism and anticlericalism. At once the King's chaplain in 
Warsaw and a frequent companion of Frederick II in Berlin, he made his debut 
in 1774 with his Hymn do milosci ojczyzny (Hymn to the Love of one's Country), 
and his reputation in Myszeis (The War of the Mice), Monacbomachia (The War 
of the Monks), Satyry (Satires), and Bajki i przypowiesci (Tales and Stories). The 
Revd Hugo Kollataj (1750-1812), Rector and reformer of the Jagiellonian 
University, was one of the ideological leaders of the Four Years Sejm and one of 
the authors of the Constitution of 3 May. His 'Kuznica' (Smithy), a group of pro
gressive, reformist politicians, actively propagated increasingly radical ideas. 
The Revd Stanislaw Staszic (1755-1826), philosopher, geologist, and translator 
of the Iliad, belonged in contrast to the bourgeois tradition, pioneering the field 
of economic and scientific development. A physiocrat in origin, and a lapsed 
priest, he became one of the most eloquent patriots and republicans of his day: 

O great Nation! How long are you going to dwell in such insensitivity? Or perhaps you 
intend to perish, leaving nothing behind but infamy. There is no example where a people 
counting nearly twenty million, settled on the most fruitful land and endowed by Nature 
with all resources, should await slavery with such complacency and frigidity .. ,19 

In his Przestrogi dla Polski (Warnings for Poland, 1790) and in his Rod ludzki 
(The Human Race, 1792), he fervently described and denounced the social, 



THE END OF THE RUSSIAN PROTECTORATE 4 0 1 

economic, and political evils of his day. Julian Ursyn Niemcewicz (1757-1841), 
dramatist and novelist, started his literary career as a French translator. His 
comedy Powrot posla (The Return of the Envoy), first staged in 1791, merci
lessly mocking the selfishness of the magnates, significantly sharpened the polit
ical atmosphere. In it, he penned the lines which so aptly summarize one of the 
basic defects of the whole period: 'For we ourselves are to blame for our own 
misfortunes . . . We thought of ourselves and never of our country!'20 Elsewhere, 
in the Fragment Biblii targowickiej (Fragment of the Bible of Targowica, 1792), 
written in pseudo-Old Testament style, and in his Obrona wojska 
moskiewskiego (Defence of the Muscovite Army, 1793), he perfected the art of 
political travesty. All these men were in close touch with the King, who shared 
an interest in their ideas. They frequented the King's philosophical lunches 
which were held every Thursday at the Royal Palace. They were all familiar 
with conditions abroad, having travelled widely or studied in France or Italy. 
They had a ready clientele in Warsaw in the graduates of the Collegium 
Nobilium, and in the Corps of Cadets. As the ideals of the Enlightenment and 
later the slogan of 'Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite', made their impact, they knew 
perfectly well what was involved. The trouble was that they had no freedom to 
put their ideas to the test. They had to count on the certainty that any attempt 
to remove political reform from the stage, the newspaper column, or the debat
ing chamber into the realm of concrete action would immediately arouse the 
protest of the Russian ambassador and the eventual intervention of Russian 
troops. They were advanced political gastronomists, highly skilled in the theory 
of haute cuisine. They knew their French recipes by heart, but had no hope of 
feeding the nation on any sort of diet until they took control of their own 
kitchen. 

The second related problem concerns the significance of lost causes. In all the 
volumes expended by Polish historians on the period 1788—94, very few words 
are wasted to explain that none of the splendid constitutional and social projects 
of the reformers were ever put into effect. Neither the Constitution of 3 May, 
nor Kosciuszko's Manifesto of Polaniec, was ever implemented. The future of 
the inhabitants of Poland-Lithuania was decided not by the reformers and rev
olutionaries, but by the despots of St. Petersburg, Vienna, and Berlin. It is in this 
period that the historian first meets with that Polish tradition where the 'Word' 
has precedence over the 'Fact': where more attention is paid to what people 
would have liked to happen than to what actually occurred. In Polish eyes, the 
refusal to accept the political situation as the reality has formed an essential spur 
to national consciousness; but it has tended to cloud the vision of the past. At 
the same time, one cannot deny that idealism is itself real enough. In the revo
lutionary era, as in the nineteenth century, there were many Poles who were not 
content to dream. They worked and fought and bled for their ideals in the most 
real and practical way. The problem is whether they should be brought to the 
centre of the historical stage, or left in the wings. Does it not matter that their 
sacrifices brought no tangible result? It is regrettable no doubt; but it is hard to 
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conclude that Tadeusz Kosciuszko influenced the course of Polish history as 
effectively as Catherine the Great or the Confederates of Targowica. 

Tadeusz Andrzej Bonawentura Kosciuszko (1746-1817) combined the ideal
ism of intellectual circles with the practical skills of a soldier. He was one of 
those providential figures who in ordinary times might well have lived in 
obscurity but who was thrown into prominence in spite of himself. He was 
born into a military family, the son of the 'Sword-bearer' of Brzesc, and edu
cated in a Piarist school near Pinsk, and later in the Cadet School. For five 
years between 1769 and 1775, he was trained on a royal bursary in France, at 
Versailles, Paris, and Brest, in the Corps du Genie. On his return to Poland, he 
was unable to afford the 18,000 zl. required for a commission, and left almost 
immediately for North America with a group of French volunteers. As an 
officer-engineer in the United States' service, he distinguished himself in the 
War of Independence at Saratoga and West Point, building fortifications, 
directing river-crossings, and rising to the rank of Brigadier-General. At the 
end, he was invested with the Order of Cincinnati, whom he promptly imitated 
by returning home to the plough and to his native village of Siechnowice. In 
1789, at the age of 43, he was finally recruited to the Polish service on the 
orders of the Four Years Sejm, which realized that a strong army was the only 
safe guarantee for its political deliberations. This 'hero of two continents', 'the 
Polish Lafayette', together with the King's nephew, General Jozef 
Poniatowski, who had been retrieved from the Austrian Service, was set to 
work on the painstaking task of Army Reform.21 

To anyone with a sense of reality, it was clear that the work of the Four Years 
Sejm initiated in October 1788, ran a serious risk of Russian intervention. 
Unlike all its predecessors, it refused to recess after the usual six weeks, but con
stituted itself into a legal Confederation, determined to stay the course until 
meaningful legislation had been passed. Under its energetic Marshal, Stanislaw 
Malachowski (1736-1809), it launched a large number of projects and commis
sions aimed at the recovery of national sovereignty and the growth of the econ
omy. Benefiting from Russian preoccupation with the French crisis and with the 
Turkish War, it was able to push its demands much further than normal times 
would have permitted. In December 1789, it received a demonstration by repre
sentatives of 141 towns, who paraded in black in protest against their exclusion 
from the constitutional life of the country. In 1790, it divided itself into two 
chambers, to speed up business. Finally, on 3 May 1791, it was the scene of a 
carefully planned coup d'etat. Kollataj's 'Patriotic Party', acting in collusion 
with Malachowski and with the knowledge of the King, picked a day when two-
thirds of the deputies were absent on holiday. A bill, secretly prepared, was read 
to a half-empty House: 

Freed from the shameful coercion of foreign orders, and cognizant of the ancient faults 
of our system of government, and valuing national independence and freedom over life 
itself... We pass the following statute in recognition that the fate of us all depends exclu
sively on the foundation and perfection of a national constitution . . .22 
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Queries about a quorum were quashed. The King was persuaded to sign. The 
soldiers and the crowd in the Castle Square greeted the news with cries of 'Vivat 
Rex! Vivat Konstitucja!' It all seemed deceptively simple. The harmful practices 
of the old Republic - the Liberum Veto, the right of resistance, the 
Confederations, the 'free' elections - were to be abolished. Although the King 
was a confirmed bachelor, the monarchy was to be hereditary. The 'Committee 
of Two Nations' was to replace the separate offices of State of the Crown and 
Grand Duchy. The Straz Praw (Guardians of the Laws), consisting of king, 
Primate, and five ministers were to act as the supreme executive Cabinet. The 
citizens of the towns were to enjoy the same rights and privileges as the noble 
citizens of the Republic. The peasantry were to enjoy 'the protection of the law 
and government of the country'. The Army was to receive its long-awaited 
establishment of 100,000 men. The various local commissions of Law and 
Order, and of Civil and Military Affairs, were to provide the basis for the terri
torial organs of a centralized administration. Discussions on the details pro
ceeded in the Sejm for a further twelve months. 

To later generations, this Constitution of the Third of May assumed a sym
bolic importance out of all proportion to its practical significance. It was the Bill 
of Rights of the Polish tradition, the embodiment of all that was enlightened and 
progressive in Poland's past, a monument to the nation's will to live in freedom, 
a permanent reproach to the tyranny of the partitioning powers. Like many lib
erals of the nineteenth century, Karl Marx expressed his fulsome admiration. 
'With all its shortcomings', Marx wrote, 'this constitution appears against the 
background of Russo-Prusso-Austrian barbarity as the only work of freedom 
which Central Europe has ever produced of its own accord. Moreover, it was 
created by a privileged class, the gentry. The history of the world knows no 
other example of such generosity by the gentry.'23 In 1918, when the Polish 
Republic was restored, 3 May was adopted as the national holiday. 

Needless to say, in the eyes of Tsarist officialdom, the Sejm had compromised 
itself beyond repair. Its contacts with the French Assembly were taken as proof 
of an international revolutionary conspiracy. It had to be suppressed, with all its 
works. In this, the lead was taken by the Empress's principal Polish pensioners 
— Stanislaw-Szczesny Potocki, the two unemployed Hetmans, F. K. Branicki, 
and Seweryn Rzewuski, and the two Kossakowski brothers. These men assem
bled in St. Petersburg over the winter, and, having synchronized their plans with 
their Russian patrons, on 27 April 1792 signed an Act of Confederation designed 
to overthrow the Polish Sejm and the Polish Constitution. For the sake of good 
form, they concealed the existence of the Act until they had time to make their 
way on to Polish territory at Targowica in the Ukraine. There, on 14 May, they 
formally raised their standard, and were joined by a Russian Army only four 
days later. The trial of strength, for which Kosciuszko and Poniatowski were 
preparing, had arrived. 

The Russo-Polish War of 1792-3, or the War of the Second Partition as it was 
later called, lasted more than a year. Yet its outcome was decided by a couple of 
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unexpected political reversals within the first three months. The Russian victory 
owed less to the brilliance of Suvorov than to the pusillanimity of Stanislaw-
August and the treachery of Frederick-William. On 18 June at Zielence, the 
Polish forces repulsed the Russians with heavy losses. The leading officers were 
decorated by the King with medals, and inducted into his new Order of Virtuti 
Militari. But then the King lost heart. He watched in dismay as two Russian 
armies advanced in a wide pincer movement, forcing Kosciuszko's defence of 
the Bug at Dubienka on 18 July, and threatening to encircle Warsaw. In August, 
almost without warning, he announced his adherence to the Confederation of 
Targowica, and ordered his troops to hold their fire. It was a shocking betrayal, 
executed for the most humane of motives. Faced by the Russians' threefold 
numerical superiority - 96,000 men to 36,000 on the Polish side - he wanted to 
save his country unnecessary suffering. The Army dispersed. The commanding 
officers and the reforming politicians left hurriedly for exile. Warsaw was occu
pied without opposition. Further resistance was scattered, prolonged, and 
pointless.24 

On the diplomatic front, the Russian success was ensured by means of a bilat
eral pact with Prussia. In the preceding years, when the Russians and Austrians 
were still engaged against the Turks, Frederick-William II had encouraged their 
adversaries, including the reformers in the Polish Sejm. In January 1790, he had 
made overtures to the Porte, and in March his ambassador in Warsaw, 
Luchesini, had negotiated a formal treaty of friendship with the Republic. In the 
event of an attack on Poland-Lithuania, Prussia was to supply an army of 
18,000 men for Poland's defence. Prussia was to be rewarded with the cession 
of Danzig and Thorn, whilst Poland could be compensated by the restoration of 
Austrian Galicia. But there Prussian intrigues ended. At the Congress of 
Reichenbach (Dzierzoniow) in Silesia, convoked in June 1790 at Austrian insis
tence, Frederick-William's representatives were persuaded to abandon their 
anti-Austrian schemes. The Polish representative, Jablonowski, flatly denied 
that the Republic would ever cede Danzig or Thorn to anyone. The news from 
Paris was driving the monarchies together. In August 1791, at the Congress of 
Pilsnitz (Pitczyce), attended by the French King's brothers (the future Louis 
XVIII and Charles X), Frederick-William met the Emperor Leopold in person, 
and agreed to support the principle of Monarchy wherever it was threatened. In 
February 1792, in anticipation of the first Revolutionary War, Prussia and 
Austria entered an anti-Revolutionary alliance. In this situation, Catherine 
could dispose of Poland as she thought fit. The Poles could be crushed as dan
gerous Jacobins without fear of outside interference. The Prussians, already 
engaged in France, could be invited to approve Russian action in Poland or to 
answer for the consequences if they refused. Frederick-William could not hesi
tate. At a convention signed on 7 August 1792, he agreed to the Russian plan on 
condition that he was paid off with a suitable share of the proceeds. By a simple 
act of treachery, he enlarged his kingdom, and abandoned the Poles to their fate. 
Thus, when the Russian Army was completing its conquest, the Republic 
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discovered that its precious Prussian ally had gone over to the enemy. In the 
autumn of 1792 a Prussian Army appeared in Poland to complete the Russian 
conquest. A Treaty of Partition signed on 4 January 1793 gave Prussia not only 
Danzig and Thorn but the whole of Wielkopolska - the cradle of the Polish 
kingdom. Russia took 100,000 square miles of the eastern provinces, thereby 
annexing the remainder of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Austria, which was 
demanding its share after avoiding the dirty work, was given nothing.25 

As in 1773, the defeated Poles were obliged to submit in a legal and orderly 
manner. From June to October 1793, the last Sejm of the Republic's history 
was assembled at Grodno in order to reverse the legislation of the previous five 
years. Its membership was carefully screened. Its deliberations, conducted 
under the sights of Russian guns, were a charade. The Constitution of 3 May 
was formally rescinded. The 'Golden Freedom' was restored. The Second 
Partition was approved. The King was persuaded to sign. The nobility, threat
ened with the wholesale sequestration of their estates, were obliged to assent. 
Here was another brilliant operation of decisive surgery. The treaties of ces
sion were completed with Russia on 11/22 July 1793, and with Prussia on 25 
September 1793.26 

Matters could not rest there, however. Having first encouraged the people to 
resist, the King could not now command them to desist. The reformers had not 
been finally defeated. In the winter of 1793-4, the Russians failed to bring the 
Republic to heel. Ministers deserted their posts. Officers refused orders. Local 
dietines passed resolutions of protest. Government business ground to a halt. 
News from France, where Louis XVI had been guillotined, spelled danger for 
the despots. This was the hey-day of Robespierre. The partitioning powers 
were thoroughly frightened, and involved with the revolutionary war. 
Moderate men, deprived of their Sejm but not yet of their hopes, grew more 
radical. The exiles were planning a counter-coup from their refuges in Leipzig 
and Dresden. Conspiratorial cells were formed, and oaths sworn. In Warsaw, 
the nervous authorities took offence at the libretto of Boguslawski's comic 
opera Krakowiacy i gorale (Cracovians and Highlanders). The spectacle of a 
tenor in popular costume singing 'the sharper are the thistles, the sweeter is the 
victory' was judged altogether too suggestive.27 The theatre was closed after 
three days. When, on 12 March, General Madalinski categorically refused to 
disband the cavalry garrison at Ostrolf ka, but set out instead for Cracow, the 
conditions for an insurrection were already very ripe. Kosciuszko's return was 
imminent. 

In essence, therefore, the National Rising of 1794 was the natural culmination 
of the reformist movement. Its Jacobinist overtones were rather academic, and 
at most a sign of the times. Its desperate methods were the reflection less of a 
guiding philosophy than of the brute repression with which it was faced. The 
aim, as in the debating chamber of 1791, was independence. The unprecedented 
appeals for social revolution were motivated by the realization that nothing 
short of the entire nation in arms could match the overwhelming numbers of the 
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enemy. The rendezvous was arranged in Cracow. On 24 March 1794, on the 
western side of the Market Square, Kosciuszko read the 'Act of Insurrection of 
the Citizens and Inhabitants of the Palatinate of Cracow'. Dressed in national 
costume, with a feather in his four-cornered hat, surrounded by the blue and sil
ver of the infantry and the green, black, and gold of the artillery men, by the ban
ners of the guilds and by placards proclaiming 'Equality and Freedom' and 'For 
Cracow and the Fatherland', he swore the solemn oath: 

I, Tadeusz Kosciuszko, swear before God and to the whole Polish nation, that I shall 
employ the authority vested in me for the integrity of the frontiers, for gaining national 
self-rule and for the foundation of general liberty, and not for private benefit. So help me, 
Lord God, and the innocent suffering of Thy Son!28 

Next, the assembled citizenry swore 'to free the country from the shameful 
oppression and the foreign yoke, or to perish and be buried in the ruins'. A 
Supreme National Council was to direct the government. Its seals were to bear 
the inscription 'Liberty, Integrity, Independence'. All men from 18 to 28 regard
less of rank were to be conscripted. This form of proceeding was adopted in all 
the cities and provinces to which the insurrection spread. Ten days later, on the 
field of Raclawice, battle was joined with the Russians of General Tormasov. 
The issue was decided by the brave charge of Kosciuszko's peasant scythe-men, 
who captured the enemy's guns. Tormasov withdrew. Amid the popular rejoic
ing, Kosciuszko conducted the last ceremonial ennoblement of the Republic's 
history. Wojciech Bartos, a peasant, who was first to reach the guns and had 
placed his cap on the barrel of a cannon to the amazement of the Muscovite gun
ner, was dubbed with the noble name of 'Glowacki' , received into Kosciuszko's 
own clan of Korczak, given possession of his land, and offered an officer's 
commission. In the same spirit, on 7 May Kosciuszko issued the 'Manifesto of 
Polaniec', freeing the peasantry as a whole from servitude, halving their dues, 
and promising the help of the insurrectionary authorities against the wrath of 
the landowners.29 

Meanwhile, both Warsaw and Wilno had been liberated. In the Polish capital, 
in Easter Week, rumour spread that the Russians would try to disarm the Polish 
garrison when the people were at prayer in the churches. On Easter Thursday, 
17 April, therefore, the Polish troops and the city mob took the Russians by sur
prise. Good Friday turned into an orgy of killing. Isolated Russian patrols were 
hounded through the streets and cut to pieces. The pace was set by the revolu
tionary tailor Jan Kilinski (1760-1819), and by the Guild of Slaughterers under 
their President, Sierakowski, whose spikes and axes added a professional touch 
to the business in hand. The Jacobin Club came into the open. The prisons were 
opened.30 The Russian ambassador fled. The remnants of his guard struggled 
out of the city across the Vistula bridges. Bishop Kossakowski, and Hetman 
Ozarowski, together with Jozef Zabiello (d. 1794), Marshal of the Permanent 
Council and of the Confederation of Targowica, and Jozef Ankwicz (1750-94), 
leader of the Russian Party at the Grodno Sejm, were dragged before an 
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Insurrectionary Court, summarily sentenced, and on 9 May publicly hanged. In 
June, the mob took justice into its own hands. Bishop Massalski together with 
Prince Adam Czetwertynski, Ambassador Karol Boscamp-Lasopolski, and an 
assortment of other policemen, priests, lawyers, courtiers, and suspected spies 
were dragged from their cells and lynched in the streets. Archbishop Michal 
Poniatowski (1736-94), the Primate and King's brother, committed suicide. In 
the Lithuanian capital, similar scenes occurred. The Polish garrison under 
Colonel Jakob Jasinski (1761-94) struck one hour after midnight, and by dawn 
the city was in their control. Hetman Kossakowski was caught trying to escape 
in a boat, and was hanged under the inscription, 'He who swings will not 
drown.' An Act of Insurrection of the Lithuanian Nation was produced, and 
duly signed. For a few brief months through the summer, the two parts of the 
old Republic were reunited. An Insurrectionary Government obtained the bless
ing of the King, took control of Warsaw from the local Jacobins, and ruled in 
the name of the whole country from 28 May to 4 November. Tadeusz 
Kosciuszko, the Naczelnik (Commander), in the company of his adjutant, 
Julian Niemcewicz, busied himself for the coming showdown with the 
Russians. His orders called for 'a war to the death against Muscovite tyranny'. 
News came from France of the fate of Archbishop Podoski, whom death could 
not save from his deserts. Having fled to France, and having died in exile in 
Marseilles, he still did not escape retribution. His body was disinterred, torn to 
pieces, and cast into the sea. 

The suppression of the Rising was taken in hand by the Empress Catherine in 
conjuction with the Prussians under the personal command of Frederick-William 
III. In the summer, the situation remained extremely fluid. The defeat of Zajaczek 
at Chelm on 8 June, the recapture by the Russians of Cracow on 15 June and of 
Wilno on 12 August, were offset by the breakout of Polish forces in Prussian 
Poznania under General Dabrowski. The siege of Warsaw had to be abandoned 
on 9 September. But by the end of the month, it was renewed. The Prussians to the 
west and north were faced by Poniatowski and Jasinski. The Russians to the south 
under Fersen were waiting to be joined by Suvorov marching out of the Ukraine 
with a new army. The Poles' last chance was to strike at the point of junction 
before the ring was completely sealed. Accordingly, on 10 October, Kosciuszko 
attacked Fersen at Maciejowice, forty miles to the south-east of Warsaw on the 
right bank of the Vistula. For some hours, it seemed that he would win the day. 
But the Russians, counting on a fourfold numerical superiority, re-formed ranks, 
and, regardless of their terrible losses, advanced to a complete victory. 
Kosciuszko, wounded in three places and unhorsed, was taken into captivity, 
together with Niemcewicz and most of his surviving staff. Suvorov's road was 
open. He joined with Fersen at Minsk Mazowiecki, and on 2.6 October broke the 
Polish rearguard at Kobylka. On 4 November, his Cossacks stormed the defences 
of the capital's eastern suburb, Praga, enlivened by the promise of unlimited plun
der. The defenders were overwhelmed. Jasinski was killed. The population was 
put to the sword. Warsaw capitulated. All resistance was broken.31 
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The end of the Rising produced a number of lapidary and apoch-
ryphal remarks. On completing his task, Suvorov sent a three-word report to 
the Empress: 'Hurrah—Praga-Suvorov'. He received the reply: 'Bravo-
Feldmarschal—Catherine'. On falling from his horse at Maciejowice, at the 
moment when Freedom is said to have 'shrieked', Kosciuszko was wrongly 
reported to have uttered the words 'FINIS POLONIAE' (This is the end of 
Poland'). 

But it was the end of Poland. On this occasion the legalities were slightly cur
tailed. Once the Russian Army had suppressed the Insurrectionary Government, 
and deported the King, there was no Polish authority with whom the Third 
Partition might have been negotiated. In any case, there was no point in seeking 
Polish approval for an act which was to abolish the Polish state completely. 
Everything proceeded on the understanding that the Poles and their Republic no 
longer existed and that no expression of consent was necessary. In 1795, eager 
to forestall their exclusion from the spoils two years earlier, the Austrians occu
pied a huge area round Cracow and named it 'New Galicia'. The Prussians 
replaced the Russians in Warsaw, and named their acquisition 'New South 
Prussia'. The Russians contented themselves with a slice of the eastern borders 
greater than the Austrian and Prussian gains put together (see Diagram M). On 
25 November 1795, in his exile in Grodno, Stanislaw-August abdicated. The 
final Treaty of Partition, signed in St. Petersburg by Russia, Prussia, and Austria 
on 15/26 January 1797, appeared as a simple act of territorial delimitation. A 
secret and separate article provided for the permanent suppression of the name 
of Poland: 

In view of the necessity to abolish everything which could revive the memory of the exist
ence of the Kingdom of Poland, now that the annulment of this body politic has been 
effected . . . the high contracting parties are agreed and undertake never to include in their 
titles . . . the name or designation of the Kingdom of Poland, which shall remain sup
pressed as from the present and forever . . .32 

The death-throes of Poland-Lithuania caused little comment on the inter
national scene. The eyes of Europe's statesmen were fixed on France. At a time 
when the revolutionary armies had overrun Belgium, Holland, and the 
Rhineland, and were advancing into Piedmont, Catalonia, and Spanish Galicia, 
no thought could be spared for a country whose extinction was a foregone con
clusion. Only a handful of foreign representatives stayed in Warsaw to observe 
the last rites, for by 1794 the Most Serene Republic had passed beyond the min
istration of diplomacy. 

Sensing their predicament, the diplomats left Warsaw one by one, like the 
players of Haydn's 'Farewell' Symphony — gathering up their scores, snuffing 
out their candles, and tiptoeing off the stage. The last ambassador of the King 
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of France, M. d'Escorches, had already gone. On 25 August 1792., this Jacobin, 
ci-devant Marquis, had celebrated the Saint-Louis for the last time, commend
ing his King and country to the Supreme Being. He was expelled that same 
October, by the Confederates of Targowica, who also prevented him from 
publishing his account of the Revolution in French. His secretary, Bonneau, 
was arrested by the Russians and spent three years under arrest in the 
Schliisselberg. His replacement, Citoyen Parandier, dispatched by the 
Committee of Public Safety, never arrived. Baron Osip Andreivich von 
Ingelstrom, who took over the Russian Embassy from Sievers in January 1794, 
barely had time to commence work before the outbreak of Kosciuszko's Rising 
on the night of 17 April forced him to escape, having burned his ciphers. But 
one of his colleagues, Baron von Asch, was captured, and imprisoned as a 
hostage. The entire diplomatic corps signed a petition to the King, protesting 
at the assault on their immunity. But neither they nor the King could influence 
the contest developing between Kosciuszko and the Russians. In June, Ludwig 
von Buchholtz, the Prussian, fearing the Varsovians' wrath, packed his bags 
and departed briskly. In July, Benedict de Cache, the Austrian, made an excuse 
to leave for Carlsbad on vacation, but never returned. In August, the Swedish 
ambassador, General Toll was arrested as a result of a conspiracy among his 
own staff, one of whom, Samuel Casstrom, took his place. In November, the 
Russian Army under Suvorov appeared on the east bank of the Vistula. The 
storming of Praga, and the horrendous massacre of its population, ended the 
Rising. Colonel William Gardner, the British Minister, and the Papal Nuncio, 
Mgr Lorenzo Litta, crossed the river to plead for the lives of the capital's 
inhabitants. Suvorov relented. On 7 January 1795, the King, surrounded by 
120 Russian dragoons, was escorted on to the road to exile with all due pomp 
and ceremony. The following day, the counsellor of the Russian mission, 
Divov, informed the remaining ambassadors that the King's departure had 
ended their missions, 'since the court to which you are accredited has ceased 
to exist!' He ordered them to inform their governments of the changed situa
tion and to remove the armorials from the gates of their residences. On 8 
February, Stanislaw-August, writing from Grodno, bade them adieu in sepa
rate letters, requesting them to stop all communication with his former minis
ters, as this could only serve to intensify Russian suspicions. This prompted the 
departure of Don Dominic d'Yriarte, Secretary and envoy of the King of Spain, 
who had come to Warsaw out of curiosity when the execution of Louis XVI 
had cut short his mission to Paris. Colonel Griesheim, the Dutchman, left 
when he learned that Holland was invaded by the French revolutionary armies. 
Thereafter, the diplomats were left to their own devices. On 22 November 
1795, Johann Jakub Patz, the Saxon Minister, died at his post. He was buried 
in the evangelical cemetery, on the same afternoon that the Nuncio was offer
ing a vin de conge to Suvorov, who was bound for his new assignment in 
Germany. On 2 December, according to the terms of the Third Partition, the 
Prussian Army replaced the Russians in Warsaw. Casstrom, the Swede, and 
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the other charges d'affaires closed their embassies for good. Only the Nuncio 
and Gardner, the Englishman, remained - the one to protect the Catholic 
Church, the other to settle his debts. Throughout 1796, the Nuncio refused to 
leave. The armorials of St. Peter which defiantly hung on the gates of the 
Nonciatura were the last public evidence of condolence for the deceased 
Republic. He finally left on 15 February 1797, instructed by the Vatican to pro
ceed to St. Petersburg. As his cortege turned the corner of the street, the police 
removed the offending armorials, and placed them as trophies in a museum. It 
was the last diplomatic incident in Warsaw for 121 years. Gardner alone 
stayed on, as a bankrupt private citizen. 

Gardner's dispatches during the death agony of the Republic make pathetic 
reading indeed. On 12 November 1794, he wrote to the British Secretary of State 
about the storming of Praga: 

It is with regret I inform your Lordship that the day of the forcing the lines of Prag was 
attended by the most horrid and unnecessary barbarities - Houses burnt, women massa
cred, infants at the breast pierced with the pikes of cosaques and universal plunder, and 
we now know the same fate was prepared for Warsaw . . .33 

After the massacre, it was obvious even to the most sanguine observer that the 
Russians were determined to put an end to a state which repaid the benevo
lence of their Empress with such fierce ingratitude. But no inkling of their 
immediate intentions was available in Warsaw. Suvorov was as much in the 
dark as the foreign ambassadors. Instructions arrived from St. Petersburg, and 
had to be executed without query or explanation. Gardiner had nothing to tell 
the government at home and confined his comments to vague speculations, and 
to observations on the Russians' extraordinarily conspiratorial behaviour. In 
December 1794, he had suspected that Stanislaw-August was about to be 
deported, and wondered whether his own possession of two sets of letters of 
credence, one for the Republic as well as that for the King, meant that his mis
sion to the Republic could continue after his mission to the King had ended. 
He watched the King's departure. 'It is impossible', he wrote, 'for any person 
really attached to royalty, not to feel most sensibly on such an occasion. 
I hope, however, that the King of Poland, even divested of his sovereignty, 
has yet some happy days before Him.'3 4 When Divov called on him, he had no 
idea whether the Russian's interpretation of the situation was correct or not. 
But it made no difference, since there was no one who would have listened to 
his representations one way or another. On 13 February 1795 he received the 
King's last official letter, painfully written in French, and sent a copy to 
London: 

Dear Gardiner, Comme mon role, et le votre aupres de moi paroissent finir tres 
prochainement, et comme je n'espere plus de vous voir, il m'importe au moins de vous 
dire Adieu, et cela du fond de mon coeur. Vous y garderez votre place jusqu'a ma mort, 
et j'espere bien qu'on nous rejoindra au moins la ou des ames honnetes et des coeurs bons 
devraient je crois se trouver ensemble a jamais . . . Toujours il restera vrai que j'aime et 
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j'honore votre roi et votre Nation, et vous le leur direz. Toujours, il restera vrai que je 
desire que vous conserviez souvenir et affection pour votre Ami, 

Stanislas Auguste Roi. * 

Meanwhile, Gardner constantly begged London for an advance to pay off his 
creditors. He had been feeding three hundred refugees in the embassy, and had 
never received the salary for his previous post as Governor of Hurst Castle in 
1789. It was three years before Canning at the Treasury relented, and a payment 
of £2,000 was approved. Gardiner's final communication from Warsaw is dated 
11 December 1797. In 1798, he proceeded to Berlin where he deposited the 
archives of the Warsaw Legation with the British ambassador to Prussia. At that 
point, the last mission of a diplomat accredited to the 'Most Serene Republic' 
finally closed. The Republic had been dead and indecently buried for three years 
past. 

* Dear Gardiner, As my function, and your own at my side appear to be finishing very shortly, 
and as I no longer hope to see you, I am obliged at least to say Adieu, and that from the depth 
of my heart. I shall always keep a place for you there until I die, and I hope indeed that we 
shall at least be reunited where, I believe, honest souls and good hearts should be together 
for ever . . . It will always be true that I love and honour your King and your Nation, and 
you will tell them so. It will always be true that I would wish you to preserve in memory and 
affection your Friend, 

Stanislas-August, King.'5 
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Stanisiaw of Cracow, Bishop 59 
Stanislaw-August Poniatowski, see 

Poniatowski, Stanislaw-August 
Stanislawow 228 
Stankar, Francesco 144 
Starhemberg, Rudigen von 363 
Starodub 138 
Starostas 143 
Starowolski, Szymon 6 
Staszic, Stanisiaw 400-401 
Steczyc 318 
Steczyca 261 
Stephen of Moldavia 115 
Stepney, G 293 
Stettin, see Szczecin 
Steven I, King of Hungary 61,87 
Stockholm 30,117, 200, 327, 329 
Stomniki 143 

first Calvinist Synod of (1554) 143 
stone age 34-5 
Stonim 190 
Stoss, Weit 110 
Strasz, Joachim, see Ibrahim Bey 
Straszowna, Regina 301 
Straube, Piotr 118 
Strzygom 129 
Stuart, Charles Edward 369 
Stuart, James Edward 369 
Stuart dynasty 369-70 
Stuck 148 

Stumsdorf, Peace of (1635) 303, 349-51 
Stwosz, Wit, see Stoss, Weit 
succession, laws of 174-5 
Suchywilk, Janusz 80 
Sudovians 93 
Suleiman the Magnificent 113 
Sulejow, abbey of 65 
Sulimirski, T 35 
Sutkowski family 147,175, 379 
Sully, M duc de 125 
Suvorov, Aleksander 151, 392, 404, 407, 409, 

410 
Svatopolk, Grand Duke of Kiev 71 
Sven King of Denmark 61 
Sweden 116,153, 281,299, 307, 308, 327-8, 

329, 338, 343, 362, 371, 374, 387, 389, 
398 

Swedish Wars (1655-60) 153, 241, 338-43 
Swidnica (Swidnitz), Duchy of 70, 78 
Swidnitz, see Swidnica 
Swidry 34 
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Swidrygiello 110 
Swietoslawa Storrada, the 'Proud' 61 
Swinka, Archbishop Jakub 59, 77 
Szaflary 45, 46-7 
Szamocyn (Pfaffendorf) 133 
Szamotulski family 101 
Szapolyai, John 113 
Szczebrzeszyn, Confederation of 361 
Szczecin 17, 69, 200, 233, 375 
szlachta, see nobility 
Szlichtingtowo 233 
Szujski, Jozef 8,9 
Szuyski, Vazyl, Tsar 137, 345 
Szydtowiecki, Krzysztof 103,118 
Szydlowiecki family 174 

Tacitus 39—40 
Tangier 200 
Tannenberg, Battle of (1914) 99 
Targowica 403, 404 

Confederation of 399, 402, 404, 409 
Tar lo , Adam 380 
Tarnogrod, Confederation of 375, 377 
Tarnow 204,128, 233, 234 
Tarnowitz 363 
Tarnowski , Hetman Jan 97—8,103, 115, 228 
Tarnowski family 88,102,174,175 
Tartars 49, 71, 87, 98 ,114 ,129 ,130 ,158 , 288, 

295, 305, 309, 319, 337, 338, 347, 351, 

360 

taxation 97,104-5,122, 158, 164, 166, 195, 
322-3,332 

Tczew, see Dirschau 
technology 118 
Teczyfiski, Andrzej 102, 250 
Teczynski, Count J. 313, 315, 316, 319, 320 
Teczyriski family 88,102 
Tepper, Peter 240 
Terlecki, Cyril 136 
Teschen (Cieszyn) 70, 84, 363 
Teutonic Order 28, 49, 50, 65, 69, 72-5, 93, 96, 

97, 98,100,106, 110, 114, 129,130, 164, 
197, 2-35, 284. 292 

Theists, see Arians 
Theophano, Princess 56 
Thibaut , Gilles 198 
Thietmar 75 
Third Crusade 72 
Thirteen Years War (1454-66) 97, 99, 197, 235 
Thirty Years War (1618-48) 147, 302, 338, 

348, 349 
Thoreau, Henry David 282 
Thorn 15, 65, 74, 99 ,102,103,139-42,148, 

197, 206, 226, 254, 291, 391, 405 
Confederation of 391 
Statute of (1520) 164 

Treaty of (1411) 99 
Treaty of (1466) 99, 114 

Tumul t of (1724) 139-42, 378 
Thynne, Thomas 183 
Tintoret to 316 
Tisza (Theiss), River 70, 87 
titles 184-5 
tolerance 126 ,131 ,145-6 ,154 ,155 , 313 
Toll , General 409 
Tomicki , Piotre 100,118 
Topolski, Jerzy 17-18 
Tormasov, General 406 
Toropets 111 
Torun, see Thorn 
Tosen, see Poznan 
Traba, Mikolaj 100 
trade 67, 78,103-4,197-225, 213 
transport 102, 203—4, 205—6 
Transylvania 72, 87,185, 322 
Trebizond 337 
Treitschke 395 
Trencin 39 
Trent , Council of 131,134, 301 
Trepka, Walerian Nekanda 180-1 
Tritheists, see Arians 
Troki 149 
Troppau 363 
Trzciniec People 34 
Tulln 363 
Turkey 291, 299, 309, 338, 347-8. 392. 393. 

398, 404 
Turkish War (1620-1) 347—8, 356, 361, 362-7 
Turko-Muscovite Treaty (1677) 361 
Tuscany 87 
Tuszow 201 
Tuszyn, Battle of (1618) 130 
Twardowski , Samuel 5—6 
Tweenhuysen, Helmut von 198 
Tymff, Master of the Mint 354 
Tyniec 57,169 
Tyshkovitch, Ivan 146—7 

Uchanski, Jakub 318 
Ujazd Palace 238 
Ujscie, Battle of (1655) 340 
Ukmerge, see Wilkomierz 
Ukraina, see Ukraine 
Ukraine 28-30, 165,109, 216, 263, 300, 308, 

318, 333, 337. 338. 343. 346. 351. 352-, 
356. 367. 391 

Uman (Human) 392 
unanimity, principle of 259, 264 
Unetice People 34 
Ungler, Florian 118 
Uniates 136,137,153, 158-9, 244, 352, 388 
Unitarians, see Arians 
United Provinces 281 
United States 282 
universities 80 
Upita 264 
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urban life 12.5-45 
Ushviata 315 
Ussuri, River 14 

Vaclav II, King of Bohemia and Poland 
(Waclaw II) 70, 76, 77 

Vaclav III (Waclaw III), King of Bohemia 70, 

77 
Vaclav, King of Bohemia 65, 80 
Valois, Henry of, see Henryk III Walezy 
Vandals 40, 49 
Varna, Battle of (1444) 128—9 
Varsevicius, see Warszewicki, Christopher 
Vasa, Anna, see Anna Vasa 
Vasa dynasty 327-54 
Vatican 304 
Vedoni, Monsignor 304 
Veer, Hans Ghybrechtsen de 198 
Vehl, Swejbold 118 
Velizh 325 
vendettas 269 
Venedian Culture 35-6 
Venice 72, 88, 284, 289, 311, 316 
Ventspils, see Piltyri 
Vernon, Richard 212—13 
Vielikie Luki 324 
Vienna 30, 84,113, 289, 290, 302, 329, 347, 

362, 363 
Congress of (1515) 113,284,289 

Vilna, see Wilno 
Vilnius, see Wilno 

Vincent, Master, see Kadlubek, Wincenty 
Virgin Mary, cult of 134—5, 3°4 
Virtuti Militari (order of chivalry) 185, 

404 
Vistula, River 23, 24, 26, 27, 28, 32, 203, 

223, 235, 237 
Vistula Trade 197,198-200, 201, 205, 214, 

115-141 351 
Vistulanians 39, 57, 70 
Vitellon, see Witello 
Vitovt, see Witold 
Vitry, Marquis de 290, 291 
Vladimir the Great 71 
Vladimir, Grand Duke of Kiev 61 
Vladimir, Principality of 71 
Vladimiri, Paulus, see Wlodkowic, Pawel 
Vlaminck, Cornelis 198 
Vojtech, Bishop, see Saint Wojciech 
Volhynia, see Wolyn 
Voltaire 149, 280-1 , 386 
Vorontsov 386 
Voyrknecht, Jan 198 
Vratislav, see Wroclaw 
Vratz, Captain 183 
Vyazma 111 
Vyborg 200 
Vyshegrad 83 

Wachok, abbey of 65 
Waclaw II, see Vaclav II 
Wactaw III, see Vaclav III 
Walce (Walzen) 69 
Waldemar IV, King of Denmark 80 
Waldemar of Brandenburg, Prince 74 
Waldstein, Count 362 
Walkinshaw, Clementina 369 
Wallachia 87,88 
Walzen, see Walce 
Wanda 52 
Wapowski , Bernard 118 
Wapowski , courtier 313 
War of the Second Partition, see Russo-Polish 

War 
wars 78, 97-9,100, 111, 113-15,116-17, 

128-9,119-30, 142,101—1, 221, 319, 
324-5. 330, 338-49. 349-51. 356, 360, 
362-3, 362-7, 374-8, 392, 403-4 

private 268-9 
Warsaw 27, 30, 33, 84, 224, 215, 226, 234-41, 

245, 289, 290, 292, 296, 309, 311, 340, 

342. 351. 358. 375. 377. 383. 406 
Battle of (1705) 380 
Confederation of (1573) 126,131,143,145, 

154, 256, 260, 313, 314, 329, 375 
Duchy of 23, 48 

Warsaw Legation, British 411 
Warsaw Positivists 9-10 
Warszewicki, Christopher (Varsevicius) 296-7 
Warszewicki, Stanislaw 295 
Warta, River 26 
Washington 234 
Washington, George 282 
Watzenrode, Barbara 198 
Wawel 77 
Wawel Castle 237 
Wawel Hill 122 

Wehlau, Treaty of (1657) 308, 349 
Wehlungen, see Wielun 
Weiglowa, Barbara 148 
Wenden 324 
Wends 53 
Weser, River 68 
Wesley, John 150 
Westphalia, treaty of (1648) 349 
Wetka 138 
Wettin dynasty 371-85 
White Ruthenia, see BialoruS 
Wichman, Count of Saxony 68 
Wielhorski, Michal 310 
Wieliczka 80, 102, 233 
Wielkopolska (Greater Poland, Polonia Major) 

26, 27, 69, 70, 76, 77, 78, 88, 90,147, 
203, 219, 233, 245, 392, 405 

Wielopolski, Jan 239 
Wielun (Wehlungen), Edict of (1424) 100 
Wieprz, River 203 
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Wierzynek, Nicholas 81 
Wietor, Hieronim 118 
Wilanow 368 
Wilczogorski family 189 
Wilhamowice 65 
Wilkomierz, Battle of (1435) 110 
William of Moerbecke 66 
Williamson, Joseph 305 
Wilno (Vilnius, Vilna) 2.9,76, 93, 99,106, 113, 

115,117,130,131,146, 150,170,174, 
226, 227, 244, 289, 325, 353, 375, 406, 
407 

Wilno-Radom Act (1401) 95 
Wilson, Richard 213 
Windau (Windawa) 343 
Windawa, see Windau 
Wislica 16 
Wislok, River 203 
Wisnica 262 
Wisnicz 201, 336 
Wisniowiecki, Dymitr 355, 362 
Wisniowiecki, Jarema 351,353,355 
Wisniowiecki, Michal Korybut 255-6, 302, 

355-6, 357 
Wisniowiecki family 121, 337, 355, 379 
Witaszkowoon 34 
witchcraft 152-3 
Witebsk 131, 226, 388, 393 
Witold (Vitovt), Grand Duke 95, 98, 99,106, 

114,149,167 
Witoszynski, Haras 268 
Wladislavia 67 
Wladyslaw I Herman, Prince (Ladislaus I 

Herman) 60 
Wladyslaw I Lokietek, King (Ladislaus I the 

Elbow-High) 53, 60, 63, 65, 71 , 76-7, 

94, 230 
Wladyslaw II Jagiello 61 , 93—6, 98, 99, 106 
Wladyslaw II Wygnaniec (Ladislaus the Exile) 

68 
Wladyslaw II, Prince 5 
Wladyslaw III 129 
Wladyslaw III Jagiellon, King of Poland and 

Hungary 110, 128,164 
Wladyslaw III Warnenczyk (Ladislaus of 

Varna) 106—10 
Wladyslaw IV (Ladislaus IV Vasa) King 131, 

138,155, 220, 238, 274, 294, 299, 308, 
328, 346, 349-51 

Wladyslaw, Duke of Opole 81,88, 90 
Wladyslaw, Prince 345 
Wladyslaw of Bohemia and Hungary 289 
Wladyslaw Bialy, Duke of Gniewkow 83, 84 
Wloclawek 57,203, 204, 206, 224 
Wlodkowic, Pawel (Paulus Vladimiri) 100, 

118, 130 
Wlodyk, Katarzyna 251 
Wogan, Charles 369 

Wojciechowski, Tadeusz 8,10 
Wolan, Andrzej 144 
Wolff, Dirck van der 198 
Wolin (Wollin) 57 ,68 ,69 
Wollin, see Wolin 
Wollowicz, Ostafi 121 
Wolmar 276 
Wolsey, Cardinal 284-5 
Wolski, Michal 179-80,194, 213 
Wolyn (Volhynia) 117,135, 169, 203, 228 
Wroclaw (Breslau) 15, 27, 43, 57, 65, 71 , 233, 

244, 352 
Wroclaw, Bishop of 65 
Wyczanski, Andrzej 176-7 
Wyszynski, Stefan 15-16 

Yam Zapolski, Peace of (1582) 325 
Yaphe, Mordecai 336 
Yaroslav the Wise, Grand Duke of Kiev 71 
Yriarte, Don Dominic d ' 409 
zadruga ('joint family') 37 

Zagan, see Sagan 
Zagos6 129 
Zajaczek, Jozef 407 
Zajaczkowski, Andrzej 44 
Zakopane 45 
Zaluski, Andrzej Stanislaw Kostka 384 
Zaluski, Jozef Andrzej 368-9, 384 
Z a m a d z k i . W H 19 
Zamosc 119-20, 228, 336, 360 
Zamoyski, Adam 19 
Zamoyski, Andrzej 384, 390 
Zamoyski, Jan Jakub 239 
Zamoyski, Jan , Chancellor 119-20,194, 228, 

250, 251, 261, 287, 288, 296, 313, 314, 
319, 320, 321, 322, 324, 328-9, 330, 336, 

344.359 
Zamoyski, Tomasz 189, 360 
Zamoyski family 175 
Zarnowiec 99 
Zarubi-nets Culture 34-5 
Zary, Florian 162 
Zator 201, 315 
Zawisza Czarny z Garbowa (the Black Knight) 

98 
Zawisza of Kurozweki, Regent of Poland 88 
Zbierzchowski, Captain 364—5 
Zbigniew, Prince 60 
Zborowska, Barbara 270 
Zborowski , Andrzej 313 
Zborowski , Jan 251,258,313,321 
Zborowski , Krzysztof 251, 257, 313 
Zborowski , Piotr 313 
Zborowski , Samuel 250, 258, 313-14, 322 
Zborowski family 313 
Zbytkower, Szmul 239 
Zebrzydowski, Michal 134,261,262 
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Zebrzydowski, Mikolaj 194 
Zehde, see Cedynia 
Zelezniak, Maksym 392 
Zenowicz family 144 
Zeszyty Historyczne 19 
Zevi, see Sabbataj Cebi 
Zielence 404 
Zielinski, Marian 268 

Ziemowit III, Prince of Mozovia 81, 83, 84, 90 
Zips, see Spisz 
Zlota 34 
Zloty system 103-4 
Zmudz (Samogitia) 29, 97, 99 
Zofia Jagiellon n o 
Zolkiew 228, 306, 360 
Zolkiewski, Stanislaw 262, 336, 344, 345-6, 

347, 360 

Zolkiewski family 357 
Zolte Wody, Battle of (1648) 351 
Zug, Simon 238 
Zurawno 305 

Truce of (1676) 300, 306 
Zwinglism 329 
Zygmunt Column 238 
Zygmunt I Stary (Sigismund the Elder) 9,104, 

106,113-15,117, 235, 284, 286 
Zygmunt II August 104-5, 115-17, 120-2, 139, 

155,165, 288, 301, 312 
Zygmunt III Vasa (Sigismund III) 132,137, 

139,191, 237, 260-1 , 286, 288, 289, 294, 

297. 299, 329. 330. 332. 338. 344-5. 347 
Zygmunt Kiejsztutowicz n o 
Zyndram z Maszkowic 98 
Zyzka 98 




