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Abstract 2

This thesis examines the crisis of government experienced by
the Commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania in the aftermath of the Cossack
Revolt, which began in 1648, and the invasions of Muscovy [1654] and
Sweden [1655]. The Commonwealth's collapse in the face of these
invasions demonstrated serious weaknesses in its decentralised
political system. The essential concern of this thesis is to explain
why all attempts to introduce political reform should have failed
after 1655, despite a widespread conviction that reform was

necessary.

The thesis concentrates on royal policy under John Casimir
[1648-1668]. The decision of the royal Court to pursue the election

of a successor to John Casimir vivente rege has frequently been

blamed for the failure of reform, since concentration on the
election, it is argued, meant that the Court missed a good
opportunity to reform the Polish Diet by introducing majority

voting and abolishing the prinoipie of the liberum veto, by which the

vote of one deputy was sufficient to break the proceedings of the
Diet. In the 1660's, royal efforts to secure the election convinced

many that the veto was a necessary barrier to royal absolutism.

This thesis examines the reasons for the adoption of the

' election campaign, and challenges the view that this decision was

taken primarily for private or dynastic reasons. It concentrates on
the period 1655-1660, and examines the decision to pursue the

election against the background of the conduct of foreign policy

AV



Abstract 3

during the war. In this context, the decision was sensible and seemed
to have a good chance of success. Support for the election remained
strong on the Senate Council until at least 1661, while both the King
and leading politicians began to have serious doubts about the wisdom

of introducing majority rule.
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Preface 5

There is no satisfactory solution to the problem of personal and
place names in a thesis on Eastern European history. I have tried to
balance the conflicting claims of consistency and comprehensibility
for readers unacquainted with East European languages. Where a
satisfactory English equivalent exists, I have used it for the
christian names of ruling princes and members of royal families. I

have used transliterations from Ukrainian for the names of Cossack

leaders: Khmel'nyts'kyi, not Chmielnicki. With regard to place ,;,

names, wherever possible I have used the modern English equivalent,
or the form most familiar to English-speaking readers: on occasion
this means preferring a Russian to a Byelorussian or Ukrainian form:
thus Mogilev, not Mahiliou; Chernigov, not Chernihiv. With regard to
cities and provinces whose cultural and ethnic composition has
changed radically since 1655, I have preferred as far as possible the
form used by the dominant linguistic group in the area or town in the
seventeenth century. Thus for places in Prussia and Silesia, German
has been preferred: Danzig, not Gdansk, Thorn, not Torun, Breslau,
not Wroctaw. The one exception is the Bishopric of Warmia [Ermland],
since by the seventeenth century this was held by Poles rather than
Germans. Similarly, I have preferred Polish rather than Lithuanian
or Byelorussian forms for most places in the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania, although I have used Ukrainian forms for most places in
the Ukraine. Transliterations from the Cyrillic alphabet have been
carried out according to a modified version of the Library of
Congress system. All dates are given in New Style. All translations

from Polish, Latin, French, German and Italian are by the author.
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interest in Polish history, to Professor Jozef Gierowski, who acted
as my supervisor in Cracow, to the late Professor Adam Kersten, who
made some important suggestions at an early stage of research, and to
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entirely my responsibility.
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In the summer of 1655, the second-largest state in Europe
collapsed. The Commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania had struggled for
seven years to contain a massive Cossack revolt led by Bohdan
Knmel 'nyts'kyi, which had broken out in the Ukraine in the summer of
1648. After six years of inconclusive fighting, Khmel'nyts'kyi,
unable to force the Commonwealth to accept his demands, had looked to
Alexis, Tsar of Muscovy, to break the deadlock. By the Treaty of
Pereiaslav [18th January 1654], the Cossacks put themselves under
the protection of the Tsar; shortly afterwards, Muscovite armies
swept into the Commonwealth. The result was wholly unexpected:
already weakened by the struggle against Khmel'nyts'kyi, the
Commonwealth armies were pushed back relentlessly. By the summer of
1655, Alexis had occupied most of Lithuania, while joint Cossack and
Muscovite forces in the Ukraine had driven the Poles back to Lwow. On
9th August 1655, the Tsar's triumphal entrance to Wilno, capital of
Lithuania, crowned a remarkable campaign which upset the whole

balance of power in eastern and northern Europe.

The coup de grace was administered by Sweden. The Muscovite

drive into Lithuania was a direct threat to Sweden's Baltic Empire,
which, with its long, exposed frontier, was difficult to defend, even
for a state whose armies had so recently played such a dominant role
in the Thirty Years' War. Sweden's new status as a great power was
based on slender resources; shortly after the return of peace in
1648, conscious of the growing cost of maintaining garrisons on the

far side of the Baltic, the Swedish government began to consider
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fignting a new war to counter the growing domestic pressures it faced
as it adjusted to the problems of defending its empire in peacetime.
Queen Christina's unexpected abdication in 1654 brought to the
throne her ambitious and more belligerent cousin Charles X Gustav,
commander-in-chief of the Swedish forces in the last years of the
Thirty Years' War. The Commonwealth's apparently imminent collapse
gave Charles Gustav the opportunity to forget his domestic problems
by countering what appeared to be a real threat to Swedish security.
In July 1655, he invaded to preempt Muscovy and ensure that Sweden

would enjoy its share of the spoils.

The result exceeded Charles Gustav's greatest expectations. He
hoped to seize Royal Prussia and to prevent Muscovy reaching the
Baltic; instead, within three months he controlled the whole of
Poland. The Polish King, John Casimir [1648-1668], was blamed by many
for failing to defeat Khmel'nyéé'kyi and for needlessly provoking
the Swedish attack by refusing to resign his claim to the Swedish
throne, thereby missing an opportunity to ally with Charles Gustav
against Muscovy. As two Swedish armies, under Wittemberg and Charles
Gustav, entered Poland in July, and one under Magnus de la Gardie
entered Lithuania from Livonia, John Casimir was abandoned by large
numbers of nobles, who saw Charles Gustav as their potential saviour
against Muscovy. At Ujscie on 25th July, the noble levy of Great
Poland, led by Krzysztof Opaliﬁski, Voivode of Poznan, surrendered
to Wittemberg. The voivodeships of Poznan and Kalisz were placed
under the protection of Charles Gustav, who was to be accorded the
loyalty and obedience due to the king of Poland.[1] A month later, a

similar treaty was signed at Kiejdany by Janusz Radziwitt, Voivode of
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Wilno and Lithuanian Grand Hetman.[2] Other voivodeships swiftly
followed suit, as John Casimir went into exile at Oberglogau
[Giogéwek] in Silesia, where he arrived on 17th October, nine days
before most of the Polish army surrendered to Wittemberg near

Cracow.[3] The Commonwealth had succumbed with scarcely a fight.

Charles Gustav, however, found Poland easier to conquer than to
control. The Commonwealth was not Germany, and he found it difficult
to create a lasting basis of support. The necessity for Sweden to
make the war pay for itself rapidly alienated the nobility, as the
army levied contributions from noble and royal estates alike,
demonstrating the insincerity of Charles Gustav's promises to
respect noble privileges. There was not a large enough number of
Protestants in the Commonwealth to provide a solid nucleus of
support, and Sweden was unable to exploit religious divisions in the
way it had in the Empire during the Thirty Years' War; indeed,
outrages perpetrated by the Swedes against the Catholic Church did
much to turn opinion against the invader. Encouraged by the spread of
resistance, John Casimir returned to Poland in early 1656; by the
spring, Opalinski and Radziwitt were dead and the overwhelming

majority of Poles had abandoned Charles Gustav.

To defeat the Swedes required more than the return of the will
to fight. The Swedish army was superior in training, discipline and
equipment. Although the Poles waged a daring and effective guerrilla
war, it proved impossible to inflict a major defeat on the Swedish
professionals in open battle. Polish deficiencies in artillery and

siege-craft made the reduction of occupied cities a long and slow

W
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process. From the outset, the Poles were forced to seek foreign aid;
it was only after they won the support of Austria, Demnmark and
Brandenburg that Sweden was eventually forced to make peace at Oliva
in 1660. Meanwhile, the willingness of an important part of the
Cossack leadership to reach an accommodation with the Commonwealth
after Khmel'nyts'kyi's death in 1657, due to concern at Muscovite
aims in the Ukraine brought an improvement of the situation on the
eastern front. The Treaty of Hadiach [1659] envisaged the creation of
a Grand Duchy of Rufhenia as part of the Commonwealth, in which
Cossack rights would be respected and the Cossack Hetman would sit in
the Senate as Voivode of Kiev.[U4] Hadiach and Oliva opened the way to
the great campaign of 1660-1, in which the Muscovites were swept out
of much of Lithuania. It seemed that disaster had been averted and

that the crisis was over.

It was only just beginning. The collapse of 1655 had opened the
eyes of many to the defects of the Commonwealth's political and
military systems, convincing a broad spectrum of opinion that
political reform was necessary to prevent a recurrence of the
catastrophes experienced between 1648 and 1655. The key problem was
the breakdown in the relationship between the King and the Sejm
[Diet]. After 1648, John Casimir was blamed for mishandling the war
against the Cossacks, and sessions of the Sejm became increasingly
stormy. In 1652, an obscure Lithuanian deputy called Wtadystaw
Sicinski appealed to the principle of unanimity, which theoretically
governed Sejm proceedings, to block an extension of the Sejm beyond
its allotted six-week span. The recognition of Sicinski's right of

liberum veto, and the consequent failure of the Sejm, created a
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baleful precedent. Sejms had failed to reach a conclusion before
1652, but henceforward the opposition of one deputy was sufficienﬁ
not merely to block individual items of legislation, but to break the
whole Sejm.[5] Since the government was almost wholly dependent on
the Sejm for its income, the acceptance of the principle of the veto
seriously threatened the Commonwealth's ability to defend itself:
the disorganisation of the Commonwealth's response to the Muscovite

invasion had much to do with the breaking of the first Sejm of 1654.

The collapse of 1655 convinced many that reform was necessary.
Yet despite the favourable climate which emerged in its aftermath,
royal attempts to introduce reform encountered growing opposition,
especially after 1660, when apparent military success against Sweden
and Muscovy dispelled the doubts raised by the disasters of the early
1650's. When John Casimir continued to press for reform, views of the

liberum veto changed, and it came to be regarded as a necessary

barrier against the Court's alleged desire for absolutum dominium: .

in 1660, Andrzej Maksymilian Fredro, who, as Marshal of the Chamber
of Deputies at the fateful Sejm of 1652 had not wished to recognise
Sicinski's veto, published a defence of the principle as essential
for the preservation of liberty.[6] The victory of this point of view
among the szlachta [nobility] sounded the death-knell for the
Sejm's chances of developing into an effective parliamentary body.
During the 1660's, recourse to the veto became regular: it had only
been used twice between 1652 and 1662; between 1664 and 1668, it was
used on five occasions. Opposition culminated in civil war in 1665-6,
when Crown Grand Marshal Jerzy Sebastian Lubomirski led a rokosz

[legal rebellion]. Defeat at the Battle of Matwy [1666] effectively
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decree by which the standing army was limited to 24,000 men,
pitifully inadequate by contemporary standards. While eighteenth-
century Prussia supported 3-4 soldiers per 100 inhabitants on a
flimsy economic base, Poland-Lithuania supported 1 for every 5-
600.[9] From 1717, the Commonwealth was effectively a Russian
protectorate. When it showed signs of revival in the reign of
Stanistaw Augustus Poniatowski [1764-95], it was partitioned out of

existence.

Most European states experienced civil war and foreign
intervention in the early modern period, most struggled to cope with
economic, social and military change, most experienced violent

political upheaval in one form or another, without succumbing

permanently to forces of anarchic decentralisation. Indeed, /

comparable crises frequently stimulated the growth of central
government around a monarchy which could act as a national rallying-
point against internal anarchy and foreign invaders. The French
Crown emerged from the Wars of Religion and the Frondes with its
authority and position strengthened, the 'Time of Troubles' in
Muscovy ended with the establishment of the Romanov dynasty upon the
throne, while failure in war opened the door to the introduction of
royal absolutism by coup d'état in Demmark in 1660, and with the
consent of the Riksdag in Sweden in 1680. If, as Gierowski points
out, absolutism did not always ensure the maintenance of great power
status, or even military success, nevertheless, it could protect
states from the kind of foreign interference experienced by the
Commonwealth.[10] If other states, such as Spain, Denmark and Sweden

experienced relative decline as bigger and more powerful neighbours
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Introduction 15

modern period. Yet both recovered to develop successful systems of
government in which large standing armies and relatively efficient
administrations were maintained with the cooperation and
participation of the nobility. Both emerged as great powers by the
early eighteenth century despite, or perhaps because of, their
primitive, serf-dominated economies. Noble power over the peasantry
was strengthened in return for noble cooperation and participation
in the new standing armies and developing administrative structures.
There appear to be no convincing economic or social reasons why the
Commonwealth should not have evolved in a similar direction.

M

It was in its political structure that the Commonwealth
L B

differed most radically from its neighbours.;Poland and Lithuania
had been joined in a personal union since 13ég, motivated initially
by common hostility to the Teutonic Knights. While Lithuania's
political and administrative system remained separate under its
hereditary Grand Dukes of the Jagiellonian dynasty, the political
traditions of Poland were closer to those of Bohemia and Hungary,
dynastically linked to Poland at various stages between 1370 and
1526. Like Bohemia and Hungary, Poland was an elective monarchy after
the extinction of the native Piast dynasty in 1370, and the Polish
nobility demanded substantial political and social privileges as the
price of royal elections: at KoSice [1374], Czerwifisk [1421], Jedlno
[1430], Nieszawa [1454] and Piotrkdw [1496]. These privileges
restricted royal power and defined the rights and liberties of the

szlachta, which by the early sixteenth century enjoyed a monopoly of

political power, landholding and govermment office. The safeguarding p/

of these privileges was, from the fifteenth century, in the hands of
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local or provincial sejmiks [dietines]. The climax of noble
constitutionalism came at the end of the century, with the emergence
of a central Sejm emerged, whose powers were established by the
statute of Nihil Novi [1505], which decreed that no new law could be
introduced without the consent of the szlachta as expressed by the

delegates of the local sejmiks assembled in the Sejm.

The emergence of a central parliamentary body with wide powers,
participation in which was limited to the nobility, was a vital
development which marked the Commonwealth off from its neighbours.
The differences were compounded by the constitutional changes
resulting from the extinction of the Jagiellonian dynasty in the mid-
sixteenth century. At Lublin in 1569, afraid that the loose dynastic
union between Poland and Lithuania, largely unbroken since 1386,
would not survive his death, the childless Sigismund Augustus signed
away his hereditary rights in Lithuania in return for a parliamentary
union, in which the Lithuanian nobility was to enjoy the full rights
of its Polish counterparts. The Union of Lublin established one
central parliamentary body for the new Commonwealth, although
Lithuania kept its own administration and its own army. Where the
Habsburgs or Hohenzollerns could move separately against the
different Estates in different parts of their dominions, from 1569
the Polish monarchy faced one Diet, which was capable of more

concerted opposition to royal demands.

Further changes followed the death of Sigismund Augustus in
1572, when it was decided that the crown would be fully elective, and

that every nobleman would have the right of direct participation in
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extraordinary Sejms were restricted to two. Since much of the agenda
consisted of remonstrances or private and local matters, it was often
impossible to devote much time to government business and the voting
of taxes. Any extension to the session beyond two or six weeks had to
be agreed unanimously at the end of each day. Although Sejms did

frequently run beyond their allotted span, deputies were usually

reluctant to sanction too many extensions: the first liberum veto in |

1652 resulted from Sicinski's objection to an extension, while in
1650, John Casimir had sat in a continuous session of thirty-four
hours to ensure that the Sejm was not broken.[13] The result was that
Sejms frequently ended without achieving anything, even before 1652.
Since the 1legislation of a particular Sejm was regarded as an
indivisible whole, if a Sejm broke up without agreement, even

enactments already accepted could not become law.

The government had to carry on regardless. Despite such
problems, the monarchy was by no means a cipher after 1572. The king
had extensive patronage powers, including the sole right to appoint
to the most prestigious central and provincial offices which alone
gave status within a nobility whose attachment to the principle of
equality blocked the ihtroduction of a titled aristocracy. He also
controlled the distribution of the lucrative starostwa, which were
an essential source of income for ambitious nobles. Partitive
heritance was the norm under Polish law, and only a mere handful of
families succeeded in winning Sejm approval for entailing their
estates at the end of the sixteenth century. Under such
circumstances, a family's fortune could decline rapidly. The

nobility in Poland proper was exceptionally numerous, constituting
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Introduction 20

attendance at Court. The majority of senators consistently avoided
their residential duties, and the nucleus of Council meetings tended
to be formed by government ministers and royal courtiers. Thus royal
supporters usually outnumbered the opposition, giving the king

substantial freedom of manoeuvre.[15]

While the Henrician Articles required the king to seek the
Council's unanimous consent for his actions, in practice he did not
even have to follow the majority opinion, although it was usually
prudent for him to do so. For a decree to be legal, it had to bear the
king's signature and the seal of one of the four Chanceries; if the
king could obtain the support of his chancellors, senators could do
little to prevent the promulgation of a decree, or the despatch of an
ambassador.[16] While such actions technically had to be approved by
the next Sejm, the length of time between Sejms meant that the
government usually held the initiative and frequently could present

the Sejm with a fait accompli. The Henrician Articles spoke of the

Council's duty of respondowanie before the Sejm; senators, however,

tended to interpret this principle as meaning that they had a duty to
inform the Sejm of their decisions, not as any expression of their
responsibility to it.[17] While they were quick to tell the king if
they felt an action was impossible without Sejm consent, senators
bitterly opposed any suggestion that their own powers were subject to
Sejm control, and frequently sanctioned royal attempts to evade the
restrictions placed upon the executive. Such advantages brought an

increasing reliance on the Senate Council by the monarchy after 1569.
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For nearly a century after the Union of Lublin, the system
appeared to operate passably well. Although Henry of Anjou was
deposed after fleeing to France in 1574, his Transylvanian
successor, Stefan Batory [1576-86], proved one of Poland's most
successful rulers. The reputation of the first Vasa king of Poland,
Sigismund III [1587-1632], king of Sweden from 1592 until his
deposition in 1600, has improved significantly in recent years.
Although Sigismund III's strong counter-reformation sympathies and
his plans for political reform sparked off the Sandomierz rokosz
[rebellion] in 1606, the second half of his reign was fairly

successful: he defeated the rebels, and although he had to abandon

his reform plans, he built up a strong regalist party and, after

1609, proved himself an able parliamentarian, demonstrating that a
working relationship between monarch and Sejm might well be
possible: backed by a sizeable group of royalist senators, the king

was often able to manage the Sejm quite effectively.[18]

All monarchs after 1569, however, regarded the situation as
unsatisfactory; all tried to reverse the trend towards greater
decentralisation and sought to evade the restrictions placed upon
them. The essential problem was that government could only be carried
on at all if the king regularly flouted the law, yet such behaviour
increased szlachta suspicion of royal intentions and led to the
progressive reduction of the monarchy's financial independence. If
the establishment of the Treasury Tribunal in 1591 and the use of
commissions appointed by the Sejm to oversee payment of the army
improved the Commonwealth's financial organisation, the overall

tendency was one of decentralisation, in which the Sejm, as much as

<



Introduction 22

the government, lost influence, and a growing proportion of taxation
was raised and administered by local sejmiks rather than the state
Treasury. The royal and state treasuries were separated in 1590, and
although the Treasurers of Poland and Lithuanina were appointed by

the king, they were accountable to the Sejm rather than to him.[19]

The monarchy's financially precarious position was felt
especially keenly by the Vasa dynasty after Sigismund III's
deposition as King of Sweden in 1600. The consequent lack of an
independent political and financial base outside the Commonwealth
meant that the Vasas became even more dependent on the Sejm than
their predecessors. The szlachta's liking for this state of affairs
was shown by its willingness to elect Sigismund's sons, Wtadystaw IV
and John Casimir, in 1632 and 1648 respectively. The monarchy's
poverty had important consequences. The Court was continually short
of money, and suffered in comparison with those of its fellow
monarchs, or even with the magnificent households maintained by
great magnates. Moreover, the status of royal childr'ep was highly
insecure. The marriage prospects of the eldest son were poor until
his election was secured; those of his younger brothers were
hopeless. All Wtadystaw's brothers joined the Church, merely to
enjoy a career and an income. John Casimir drifted aimlessly until
the death of Wtadystaw IV's only legitimate son in 1647, when he
became heir presumptive. He fought briefly on the Habsburg side
during the Thirty Years' War, before accepting a post as Admiral in
the Spanish fleet, only to be arrested and imprisoned by the French
en route. On his release he joined the Jesuit Order before becoming a

cardinal, a position which he renounced as soon as he heard of his
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nephew's death. John Albert [1612-1634], who also became a cardinal,
was successively Bishop of Warmia and Bishop of Cracow, the richest
See in the Commonwealth, while Sigismund III succeeded in having his
fourth son, Charles Ferdinand [1613-1655] elected to the lucrative
bishopric of Breslau. From the dynastic point of view it was highly

unsatisfactory that so many sons were forced to enter the Church.

The Vasas therefore stubbornly maintained their dynastic claim
to Sweden after 1600 and were always attracted by schemes for the
acquisition of a hereditary principality, either within the
Commonwealth, such as Courland, or abroad, since the possession of
such a sovereign territory might offer the financial and political
independence they were increasingly denied in the Commonwealth. Such
attempts, however, tended to drive a wedge between the dynasty and
the szlachta, thch offered little support for attempts to win back
Sweden after 1600, which merely provoked further efforts to reduce
royal independence in the conduct of foreign policy. The monarchy's
adventurous policy during Muscovy's Time of Troubles, which saw
Wtadystaw's election as Tsar in 1610 was met with indifference.
Ominously, a feeling was emerging that the interests of the monarchy
were different from those of the Commonwealth, and that the best way
of safeguarding liberty was to ensure that the king conducted a
peaceful foreign policy. If the Commonwealth were attacked, the
szlachta would defend it; it would not, however, back aggressive
foreign adventures. Thus Wtadystaw IV's attempts to intervene in the
Thirty Years' War were blocked, as were his grandiose schemes in the

1640's for a Turkish war.[20]
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The szlachta remained confident of the Commonwealth's ability
to defend itself despite the decentralised political and financial
sustem. Before 1648, such confidence seemed justified. Between 1558
and 1634, the Commonwealth enjoyed unprecedented success against
Muscovy, pushing its border eastwards, seizing Smolensk and
Chernigov, and occupying Moscow itself between 1610 and 1612.[21] In
1619-20, a great Turkish assault was halted at Khotyn. Although
Sweden seized most of Livonia in the 1620's, the great Gustav Adolf
was fought to a standstill in Prussia, on one occasion almost losing
his life. Confident in the merits of their political system, the
szlachta complacently observed the tragedy unfolding in the Empire
between 1618 and 1648, feeling that such a conflict was impossible in

the Commonwealth.

The 16U0's were a decade of apparent calm, but beneath the
surface currents were stirring which would threaten the
Commonwealth's very survival. For the benefits of the Golden Freedom
were only enjoyed by the szlachta. Important sectors of society were
excluded from participation in political 1life, elements whose
social, economic and political status was under threat as the noble
Commonwealth flourished. Even within the nobility, united by its
common birthright, serious tensions existed. The seventeenth-century
Commonwealth was a multi-national and religiously plural state, in
which the increasing political dominance of Counter-Reformation
Catholicism provoked resentment among the substantial religious and
national minorities. Although full religious toleration had been
established for Protestants by the 1573 Warsaw Confederation, a

great Counter-Reformation offensive, spearheaded by the Jesuits, was
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launched under Sigismund III. From a late-sixteenth century peak, in
which over half the Chamber of Deputies [the lower House of the Sejm]
had been Protestant, the number of Protestants declined rapidly, as
the Court, especially under Sigismund III and John Casimir,
discriminated heavily in favour of Catholics in the distribution of

patronage.[22]

It was not just Protestants who were affected by the Counter-
Reformation. Although much of the Lithuanian nobility had converted
to Catholicism after 1386, many nobles and the vast majority of the
peasantry remained Orthodox. Despite strong encouragement from
Poland for the Catholic Church in Lithuania and the Ukraine,
Orthodoxy continued to flourish, while Kiev reestablished itself as
one of the leading centres of Orthodox learning and culture. The
Union of Lublin, however, which transferred the Ukraine to Polish
control, opened it up to the forces of the Counter-Reformation.
Orthodox nobles were also affected by the growing monopoly on royal
patronage enjoyed by Catholics, and a number of leading Orthodox

families, such as the Wiéniowieckis, turned Catholic.

In 1596, the establishment of the Uniate Church at the Union of
Brest was one of the great triumphs of the Counter-Reformation: the
Commonwealth's Orthodox hierarchy agreed to accept the authority of
the Pope in return for being allowed to follow the Orthodox rite. The
great hopes inspired by the Union were soon disappointed, however.
Catholic prelates in Lithuania and the Ukraine jealously guarded
their jurisdictions against their Uniate counterparts, who were not

admitted to the Senate, while the state lacked the means to enforce
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the ban on Orthodoxy. Much of the Orthodox hierarchy became Uniates,

but the bulk of the parish clergy and the vast majority of the people

did not. A clandestine hierarchy was soon established and Orthodoxy !/

continued to flourish. Few great nobles became Uniates, preferring
either to turn Catholic or remain Orthodox. Although Wtadysitaw IV
restored legal recognition to the Orthodox Church in 1632, the damage
had been done. The Uniate Church remained to complicate Catholic-
Orthodox relations, while the gap between the Orthodox mass of the ‘f
population in the Ukraine and an increasingly Catholic high nobility

had widened.[23]

In the Ukraine, the Orthodox cause was championed by the
Cossacks. In origin military adventurers and freebooters who lived
largely by mounting raids against their Tatar neighbours, the
Cossacks by the seventeenth century constituted a self-defined élite
within the Ukraine, but one which was increasingly isolated and
discriminated against within the Commonwealth. Afraid that the king
might use the Cossack army to force through constitutional reform,
the Sejm tried to 1limit its size by maintaining an official register.
All those excluded from the register lost the right to bear arms and
fight as Cossacks, and did not enjoy the privileges of the Cossack
élite. The Sejm's desire to reduce the number of registered Cossacks
as far as was consistent with the defence of the south-eastern border
provoked serious Cossack discontent and periodic risings. The
reduction of the register to a mere 6,000 following the crushing of
the 1638 rising created simmering resentment in the Ukraine, which

finally boiled over in 1648.[24]
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The unprecedented scale of the 1648 rising was due to widespread
support for the Cossacks from the Ukrainian peasantry which, like
peasants throughout the Commonwealth, was excluded from all share in
political power, and was deprived of many legal rights. The tying of
the peasantry to the land, the increase of labour dues, and the
steady reduction of the right of legal redress against landlords had !
provoked risings in Poland and Lithuania, which were all easily
contained. In the Ukraine, where the Cossacks could provide military
and political leadership, the situation was much more dangerous. The
1640's had seen the climax of a great drive in the Ukraine by Poles f
and polonised Ukrainian magnates to extend control over the vast,; g
potentially lucrative steppe: the colonisation of the Ukraine, begun;l k
after 1569, now reached a peak, as huge estates were created, and
peasants, many of whom had originally fled to the Ukraine in order to
escape the harsh conditions in Poland, found themselves tied once
more to the land and subject to labour service. In 1630, the
Wisniowiecki family estates in the Ukraine were composed of 616
separate holdings. By 1640, this figure had risen to 7,603; in 1645,
the Wisniowieckis controlled 38,000 holdings, with some 230,000

"subjects".[25]

Religious grievances, Cossack discontent and peasant anger
formed an explosive mixture, whose detonation in 1648 rocked the
Commonwealth to its foundations. The essential concern of this
thesis is to examine why, despite the revelation of grave political

and military shortcomings after 1648, the Commonwealth should have % .
failed to reform itself, preferring to remain vulnerable to foreign :

attack rather than to strengthen central govermment. This problem
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will be explored by concentrating on royal policy after 1655.
Historians have traditionally argued that the Court should bear a
large share of the responsibility for squandering a unique
opportunity to overhaul the political system. It is suggested that

the Court's neglect of schemes to abolish the liberum veto after 1655

in favour of a campaign for an election of a successor to John

Casimir vivente rege was largely responsible for the triumph of the

veto in the 1660's. It was the Court's campaign in the 1660's to
secure the election of a French candidate, the Duc d'Enghien, which
provoked fears of absolutism and the resistance which culminated in
Lubomirski's rokosz. The French election seemed to serve the
interests of the royal family rather than the Commonwealth, and was
seen as an inappropriate scheme dreamed up by John Casimir's French
wife, Louise Marie of Gonzaga. By irresponsibly linking Sejm reform
to the election campaign, it is argued, the Court ensured its defeat:
the attempt to interfere with the right of free election, seen by the
szlachta as the basis of its liberty, was bound to provoke
opposition, while deputies feared that if majority voting were
introduced, the king's extensive powers of patronage would not only
ensure victory for the election, but would also allow the king to
dominate the Sejm permanently, which might lead to the introduction

of hereditary monarchy and absolutum dominium. Thus the Court not

merely failed to destroy the veto, it ensured its survival in a more
devastating form by making it seem the only effective defence against

royal ambition.

There is a strong historiographical tradition which argues that

the Court's election plans were bound to fail. The romantic
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nationalist historians of the early nineteenth century, led by the
great Joachim Lelewel, emphasised the unique historical destiny of a
Poland which embodied a national idea in which the most important
elements were democracy and republicanism. Lelewel looked back to
the alleged communal traditions of the primitive Slavs as the source
of this idea and argued that attempts to construct strong royal
govermment in Poland were bound to fail: Poland could not be saved by
absolute monarchy on Western lines, since mon;rchy conflicted with
its political traditions, its '"national idea" and its public
interest.[26] Attempts to introduce absolutism distorted the
'political system and retarded its natural development towards

democratic republicanism. Lelewel accepted Fredro's view of the

liberum veto as a constitutional device necessary to defend Polish

democracy against the monarchy's absolutist pretensions. The
romantic school glorified the Commonwealth's political system,
claiming that Poland was not responsible for its own downfall, but

was destroyed by foreign powers hostile to democracy.[27]

After the failure of the great anti-Russian insurrections of
1830 and 1863 the romantic view of Poland's past was discredited. As
the study of history became a more rigorous, university-based
discipline, a desire for a more scientific approach emerged. The so-
called Cracow School, based in Austrian Galicia, where the rule of
foreigners appeared less oppressive than in the Prussian or Russian
partitions, rejected the notion that foreign powers were primarily
responsible for Poland's fate. Historians such as Szujski, Kalinka,
Smolka and Bobrzynski argued that the Commonwealth was itself to

blame for the political decay which left it at the mercy of its

e
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neighbours. They stressed the rational development of European
states from a primitive liberty through the feudal period towards the
modern Rechtstaat. Poland, it was argued, failed to make this last
transition due to the szlachta's blind attachment to its
liberties.[28] The Cracow School considered the failure to develop
strong royal government to be the fundamental reason for the
Partitions, rejecting naive romantic visions of the szlachta
democracy and the view that Poland was destined to follow a different
path of historical development. Bobrzynski wrote in relatively
favourable terms of the election plan as being a good way to
strengthen royal authority, claiming it failed due to the oppostion
of selfish magnates led by Lubomirski, who wished to exploit the

situation to his own advantage.[29]

This view of royal policy has not met with much approval from
later historians. A more favourable view of the constitution was
taken by historians working in Warsaw, such as Laguna, Pawinski,
Korzon, Rembowski and Smolenski. The "Warsaw School", supported by a
younger generation of Cracow scholars, including Bujak, Zakrzewski
and Sobieski, attacked the Cracow School as collaborationist
[Bobrzynski was appointed by the Austrians as Governor of Galicial
and rejected its pessimistic view of the old Commonwealth. Rembowski
pointed out that Polish institutions had counterparts in the West and
rejected the idea that Poland was responsible for its own decline.
Korzon echoed Lelewel's opihion that the Commonwealth was
partitioned out of existence at the very moment when it was reforming
itself, and had raised itself to "democratic levels of rule".[30] The

Warsaw School did not, however, represent a complete return to the
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ideas of the romantics, recognising that the Commonwealth had
displayed grave weaknesses which could not all be blamed on the
Jesuits and foreign powers. Plebanski emphasised Poland's
indiscipline and anarchy, arguing that its only hope of rescue lay in
the reform plans of the monarchy.[31] Nevertheless, if Plebanski
condemned Lubomirski's rebellion, he regarded John Casimir as a
weak, feeble king, and although he was ready to credit Louise Marie
with considerable political skill, he considered that her French
election plan a fatal distraction from the necessary task of

reform.[32]

Recent assessments of John Casimir's reign do not generally
challenge this judgement. Although military historians have stressed
that John Casimir had some talent as a soldier, the general
assessment of his political abilities remains unfavourable.[33]
Nevertheless, if most recent historians have accepted that Court
policy after 1655 was at best misguided and at worst recklessly
irresponsible, few would place the whole blame for the failure of the
Commonwealth's political system upon the Court alone. Lelewel
romanticised the szlachta and its attachment to its liberties, but
subsequent historians have taken up some of the criticisms of the
Cracow School and pointed out that unfettered liberty all too easily
led to licence, and that the personal ambition of powerful magnates
such as Lubomirski and Radziwi}t played a vital role in the
Commonwealth's decline. Historians from Lelewel to Konopczynski had
pointed to the growing influence of a small magnate élite after 1569,
which worked for its own interests behind the fagade of szlachta

democracy. This idea was developed after 1945, when political
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considerations forced historians to emphasise the class nature of
the Commonwealth's political system. The trend towards
decentralisation was 1linked to the development of a magnate
oligarchy.[34] Although the principle of equality remained a
cherished dogma among the szlachta, real power rested with a small
group of families whose influence depended upon their economic
dominance:

"the Commonwealth by the mid-seventeenth century represented a
specific type of the szlachta monarchy, its essential form of
government being a magnate oligarchy, in fact a dictatorship of
the magnate élite realised through the aid of the so-called
szlachta democracy."[35]

The undermining of the "progressive" szlachta democracy by a

"reactionary" magnate oligarchy brought decentralisation and

political decay.

This theory provided a model of the Commonwealth's political
development which might explain its divergence from the general
European pattern. Czaplinski argued that although Denmark and Sweden
also developed magnate oligarchies in the seventeenth century, they
were overthrown by an alliance between the monarchy and other social
classes such as the burghers and peasants, classes which were less
powerful in the Commonwealth. Only in Poland, according to
Czaplinski, was the magnate oligarchy ultimately triumphant.[36]
This, it is suggested, was partly due to the monarchy's failure to
exploit undoubted anti-magnate resentments which existed among the
ordinary szlachta, and to reestablish the brief anti-magnate
alliance between Crown and szlachta during the 1560's: the movement
for the Execution of the Laws. After 1572, the monarchy preferred to

rely on magnates. Consequently, szlachta suspicion of royal
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enjoy a comparable income.[40] It is also impossible to decide
magnate status solely on the basis of senatorial rank, since some
powerful magnates might be denied a seat in the Senate due to royal
disfavour. The king was also likely to favour lesser nobles seeking
to establish their position in society, who did not yet own property
substantial enough to guarantee membership of the élite. While
wealth and office were important, other factors played their part:
birth, connections, conspicuous consumption, education, reputation
among the local szlachta and the leadership of a locally-based

clientage network based round a magnate court.[41]

To establish how and when magnate domination became entrenched
has proved even more difficult. The importance of the Union of Lublin
for this process is widely recognised. While magnates had existed in
sixteenth-century Poland, they did not constitute a stable élite.
The Union of Lublin, however, created great opportunities for richer
Polish szlachta families. The transference of the Ukraine from
Lithuania to Poland opened up its lucrative starostwa to Poles. The
richest starostwa tended to be reserved for indigenous Ruthenian

families such as the Ostrogskis, Zastawskis and Wisniowieckis.[42]

Nevertheless, the existing trend towards the development of large

magnate fortunes was strengthened, and new magnate families such as[

the Zamoyskis, Potockis and Lubomirskis emerged.[43]

This development was accompanied by a relative decline in the
econamic position of the middle szlachta, the class which had been so
influential in the mid-sixteenth century. The concentration of land

in the hands of the magnates, who enjoyed an increasing monopoly on
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grants of starostwa, fundamentally altered the balance of power
between the magnates and the middle szlachta, which experienced a
fall in the average size of its estates. The growth in demand for
grain from western Europe increased the profitability of large-scale
agricultural enterprises, so that the larger landed proprietors did
better than the middle szlachta; they were also better able to absorb
the effects of the downturn in the grain market after 1620 and to
survive the devastation caused by war.[44] As the number of landless
and impoverished noblemen increased, the importance of magnate
courts as centres of employment and patronage for a district, a
county or even an entire voivodeship, grew correspondingly.[45] The
establishment of a common Sejm opened up Polish politics to the‘
influence of the wealthy and powerful magnate families of Lithuania
and the Ukraine. The appearance of factions based on extensive .
clientage networks enabled magnates to exercise greater control over
provincial sejmiks, which chose deputies for the central Sejm,
issued them with instructions, and were increasingly responsible for
the implementation of Sejm decrees. Such power could be used to

frustrate royal plans.

There is no consensus as to exactly when the decisive shift from
szlachta democracy to magnate oligarchy took place. Lelewel had
considered that the period of szlachta democracy lasted from the
reign of Casimir the Great [1333-1370] until the accession of
Sigismund III in 1587, when the tradition of communal rule began to
crumble under the twin assaults of the magnates and of foreign
rulers, although he was later to push the date forward until the

Sandomierz rokosz.[46] While inter-war scholars such as Balzer and
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of unreserved magnate domination, nevertheless John III
[Sobieski] [1674-1696] in the first years of his reign still
commanded sufficient resources to decide affairs of state for
himself and to avoid being swamped by the tidal wave of magnate
power. Only in the second half of his reign did he capitulate
completely, retreating to a cocoon of domestic tranquility and
reverting...to the role of a Polish magnate."[50]

Kersten agreed that the magnate oligarchy had not yet triumphed by

the end of the Vasa period in 1668.[51]

Yet pushing forward the date of the commencement of the magnate
oligarchy brings problems of its own. Kersten suggested that the term
"magnate oligarchy" was used by Polish historians in two different
ways:

"[firstly as] a small group of the largest landowners, and
therefore...one of the strata of the feudal class,...but also
and most frequently as a period in the history of the Polish
state and of Polish law, between 1606 [or 1572] and 1764, in
which the decisive role was played by the magnates."[52]

He argued that both these definitions were over-simplified,
preferring to use that suggested by Czaplinski:

"3 situation in which the helm of state, that is the direction
of external and internal policy, lay in the hands of a magnate
oligarchy independent of, or even in opposition to, the
king."[53]

Kersten added to the definition the rider that this power was used to

further magnate class interests.[54]

There are serious problems with such a definition, especially
if the date of this seizure of the "helm of state" is pushed further
into the seventeenth century, precisely the period at which control
of central government meant little, as decentralist forces grew in
strength. If the end of the magnate oligarchy is usually taken to be
1764 and the election of Stanistaw August Poniatowski, which opened

the "Period of National Reform", then the magnate oligarchy covers
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precisely the time of unchecked anarchy:

"The view has been universally accepted, based on the direct
links between economics and politiecs, that the class interest
of the magnate stratum...demanded political decentralisation.
Constitutional historians argue that the magnate oligarchy must
€0 ipso by signifying the progressive decentralisation of the
state apparatus, the limitation of the power of the king and the
disruption of the central institutions of the feudal state, in

consequence have led to complete anarchy."[55]
Yet if the period of the magnate oligarchy is taken to start with the
seizure of control at the centre by a class wishing to use that power
to further its own interests, why should decentralisation be

necessary?

This problem is not confronted by Czaplinski, whose definition
of the oligarchy rests firmly on the idea of central control.
Kersten, however, criticised the view that power in the Commonwealth
devolved essentially towards local regions dominated by magnates,
who had simultaneously seized control of central government
institutions:

"At one and the same time we have exceptionally strong
decentralist tendencies and successful attempts to seize
control of central authority, with the achievement of a decided
position of dominance over the king. In consequence, we do not
know whether the magnates sought to decentralise and to
influence the Sejm and the Senate in a decentralist direction,
or whether these same magnates seized control of the central
institutions of the state, achieved dominance over the king,
and in this way asserted its authority over the whole
Commonwealth."[56]

Kersten suggested that in fact the class interests of the magnates
demanded a strong state:

"I would venture to suggest that the magnates, no less than the
szlachta, were interested in the existence and strength of the
Commonwealth...After 1648 the magnates as a whole, as a social
stratum, saw the necessity for the existence of strong state
authority...In reality...the protection of magnate interests
demanded strong and effective government; this was even more in
the interests of the magnates than of the szlachta. Expansion
eastwards, and later the defence of territories conquered
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One of the most important sources of divisions within the
magnate élite was the conflict of interests between nobles from
different parts of the Commonwealth in what was a massive, multi-
national and religiously divided confederation. The stress laid by
historians in the 1950's and 1960's upon szlachta and magnate class
unity meant that regional and national differences were ignored or
downplayed. It was argued that after 1569 the Lithuanian and
Ruthenian szlachta was opened up to strong polonising forces, which
brought an increasing use of the Polish language and a growing number
of conversions to Catholicism.[63] Although few agreed with
Sreniowski's rjdiculously exaggerated claim that by the seventeenth
century the Litr;ﬁéﬁian nobility“v}as "completely polonised", the
development of the distinctive Sarmatian ideology, which claimed
that the szlachta of both Poland and Lithuania was of different

ethnic origin from the common people, was used as evidence for the

development of a common class consciousness and the disappearance of !

national differences within the ruling class.[64] Yet Sarmatism was |

an idealised myth, and the concept of polonisation lacks precision:
too much stress was laid on the growing use of the Polish language,
which was too often assumed to indicate the adoption of Polish
national identity. Language is an imperfect guide to national
loyalty in the early modern period, and in practice provincial and
regional identification remained strong. Sysyn's study of the
Ukrainian nobility leads him to doubt the general applicability of
the formulation "gente Ruthenus, natione Polonus,™ which has often
been used as proof of the strength of polonising forces.[65]
Chynczewska-Hennel suggests that historians have over-emphasised the

importance of the second part of this formulation while
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enough coalition of supporters to overcome its opponents. The
support of figures like Pac indicates that the Court could count on
some of the greatest magnates in the Commonwealth, and did not just
rely on lesser families struggling to establish their position among

the élite.

If this is true, then the Court's failure was by no means
inevitable, as so many have suggested, assuming that the Court's main
priority ought to have been reform of the Sejm, not the election
campaign.[69] Yet studies of the failure of the campaign in the
1660's suggest that there was substantial support for the Court: if
defeat had been assured, Fredro would not have been sufficiently
worried to develop his view of the veto, and there would have been no
need for a civil war to block the election.[70] This thesis will
argue that the Court adopted the election campaign not merely for

private or dynastic reasons, although these certainly played their

part, but because it saw an election vivente rege not only as vital /. ,

for the reform of the Commonwealth's political system, but also as

more likely to strengthen the state than reform of the Sejm. It will!

suggest that an additional reason for the adoption of the election
campaign was that support for it seemed to be stronger than support
for Sejm reform. Historians have too readily accepted the motives
ascribed to the Court by its opponents in the 1650's and 1660's,
while John Casimir's eventual defeat and abdication, together with
the subsequent fate of the Commonwealth, ensured that he has had few

defenders since 1668.
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The greatest weakness of studies of political reform in the
1650's and 1660's is the failure to examine the problem in the
context of the war. Political reform could not be considered in
isolation after 1655 while the Commonwealth was struggling for its
very survival. For the Commonwealth's inability to save itself by its
own efforts was the fundamental reality which produced the election
campaign. There has, however, been no detailed examination of the
government's conduct of the war since Kubala's general narrative{
written over fifty years ago, which is not always reliable.[71] Thei‘j
four-volume collective work published in 1957 to mark the 300th
anniversary of the war contains many useful articles on individual
problems, but is marred by its rigid Stalinist approach; many of its
contributing authors subsequently produced much more subtle and
perceptive work on the period.[72] With regard to foreign policy,
there have been a number of important studies of individual problems,
such as relations with Brandenburg or Muscovy, but no work which
evaluates government policy as a whole. Military aspects of the war
have received a great deal of attention, especially since 1945, but
there is no narrative account of the "Thirteen Years' War" [1654-
1667], with most authors treating the Second Northern War [1655-
1660] and the war with Muscovy [1654-1667] as two separate conflicts;
of the two, the war with Sweden has received by far the greatest
degree of attention.[73] The best biographical study of the period,
by Kersten, also deals with a military figure: Stefan Czarniecki,
who, along with Lubomirski and the King himself, was largely
responsible for Poland's success in frustrating the Swedish

armies.[74]
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This thesis therefore examines the government's conduct of the
war, stressing the relationship between the election campaign,
political reform and the fluctuating military and diplomatic
situation. It is based primarily on printed sources and on sources
available in Polish archives. The disruption of the 1650's, when many
documents were destroyed or removed by the Swedes, and when many
records were interrupted, means that this period is less well served
than others, especially with regard to Court politics. Most of the
contemporary diaries and memoirs, many of which have been published,
are concerned largely with military aspects of the war, or reflect
the views of ordinary nobles, not the senators or government
ministers who played such a vital role in the formation of policy.
There is nothing to match the diary of A.S.Radziwit}, Lithuanian
Grand Chancellor from 1623-1656, which is such an informative source
for the reign of Wradystaw IV and the early years of John Casimir,
but which says little after the outbreak of war in 1655. Although the
diary of the Queen's secretary, Pierre des Noyers, gives much useful
information, des Noyers was not at the centre of politics in quite

the same way.[75]

The relative paucity of sources for the study of Court politics
has led historians to rely extensively on the reports of foreign
ambassadors, especially the detailed accounts of de Lumbres and
Lisola, the envoys of France and Austria respectively.[76] Yet over-
reliance upon these sources has, on occasion, reinforced tendencies
to regard the Court as merely a pawn in the great battle of Habsburg
and Bourbon, and its policy as subservient to foreign interests, a

charge first made by opponents of the election campaign. This thesis
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Chapter 1 L7

The immediate cause of the 1655 crisis was the Commonwealth's
military incapacity. In 1648, the Polish army had been destroyed by
Knmel 'nyts'kyi at the battles of Zhovti Vody, Korsun' and Pyliavtsi.
Since Poland was crucially dependent on troops raised in the Ukraine,
these defeats seriously undermined its defensive capacity. There was
no substantial standing army: political considerations had prompted
the progressive reduction of the number of troops under direct
government control. By 1648, these ccnsisted of the Royal Guard,

limited to 1,200 in 1647, the wojsko kwarciane, a permanent force of

4,200 regulars [from 1643], which garrisoned the Ukraine, the

piechota wybraniecka, infantry chosen by lot from peasants on royal

estates in time of need, and the registered Cossacks, reduced to
6,000 in 1638, and unavailable after 1648.[1] The Commonwealth
depended in times of need on locally-raised or private forces: the
noble 1levy, consisting primarily of cavalry, units raised and
trained by local sejmiks, units raised from the great entailed
estates established at the end of the sixteenth century, and the
private armies of magnates.[2] Great nobles could field far more men
than the king: Jarema Wisniowiecki maintained a permanent force of
1,500-3,000; he could quickly raise 3,000 more, with a further 6,000
in an emergency.[3] Of the 19,130 troops present at the battle of
Okhmativ in 1644, there were 3,500 regulars, 4,000 registered
Cossacks and 11,580 private troops.[4] Since most private troops
were raised in the Ukraine, the Cossack revolt effectively deprived

Poland of the bulk of its army.
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The need to rebuild the army cruelly exposed the shortcomings of
the Commonwealth's political system. While the short sessions of the
Sejm had not been an insurmountable obstacle to the conduct of
executive government in peacetime, during a war, the limitations of
sessions restricted to six or two weeks were readily apparent. For
the Sejm controlled the finance which was essential if the government
were to raise regular troops and not depend upon the noble levy. Even
when the Sejm was in a cooperative mood, it was no more capable than
the royal govermment of ensuring that its wishes were obeyed. In the
absence of any centralised bureaucracy, the government was dependent
on provincial sejmiks, which met after the end of a Sejm to hear the
reports of returning deputies, to put Sejm decisions into effect.[5]
It was the imperfect control of both government‘and Sejm over these
sejmiks which was the true source of executive weakness. Through
deliberate obstruction, incompetence or laziness, sejmiks frequently
failed to execute Sejm decisions. The 32,700 men raised in 1652 may
have been the largest army fielded by Poland up to that point, but
the Sejm had called for 50,000.[6] Even when taxes were agreed by the
Sejm, sejmiks regularly failed to collect the allotted sums.
Consequently, the army often remained unpaid:

"the Commonwealth will be disappointed by the refusal to pay
taxes, although sufficient were voted, which means that the
troops previously raised have not been paid, while new forces
will not be recruited in the numbers called for."[7]

The situation was exacerbated by the war. In 1655, Tyzenhaus, the
Swordbearer of Lithuania, wrote to one of the Lithuanian sejmiks:

"Do not agree to the taxes asked for...0Of our taxes, only half
goes to pay the army. The rest slips away into the hands of tax-
collectors, tax-farmers and Jews."[8]

Since the king was dependent on the Sejm for finance and had few

resources of his own, royal credit was too poor to cover the gap. All



Chapter 1 49

that could be done was to recall the Sejm, which often merely
criticised royal policy and did nothing to solve a problem about

which deputies were either indifferent or ill-informed.[9]

In this situation, John Casimir's government was unable to
satisfy either the hardliners, who urged that the revolt must be
crushed, or the moderates, who desired a negotiated settlement.
While the Commonwealth was capable of defeating the Cossacks in !
battle, most notably at Berestechko in 1651, it lacked the ability to
win the war. The result was a series of campaigns ending in
unsatisfactory compromises which soon broke down: at Zboriv [1649]
and Bila Tserkva [1651]. Attempts by John Casimir to assert his
authority merely exacerbated the situation and confirmed the
suspicious in their prejudices. He first sought to strengthen his
control of the armed forces. At the Coronation Sejm in 1649,
government supporters unsuccessfully attempted to end the automatic
life tenure of office for the Grand Hetmans of Poland and
Lithuania.[10] Following the deaths of Mikotaj Potocki in 1651 and
Janusz Kiszka in 1653, John Casimir refused to appoint successors,
citing precedents under Sigismund III. It was a bold attempt to
assert royal control, understandable given the wide military,
diplomatic and even fiscal powers of the Hetmans.[11] Despite the
fact that John Casimir, as commander-in-chief, was under no
obligation to appoint a Hetman, his refusal aroused fierce

opposition.

John Casimir was reluctant to appoint a successor to Kiszka

because the Lithuanian Field Hetman, who would normally have been
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promoted, was the Commonwealth's leading Calvinist, Janusz
Radziwitl, one of Lithuania's greatest magnates and John Casimir's
bitterest opponent, who was widely suspected of engineering the

first liberum veto of 1652.[12] By retaining command of the armies

himself, however, John Casimir attracted the blame for the military
failures in the years following his victory at Berestechko and
provoked suspicion about his motives. Sejms and sejmiks refused to
vote taxes until the King agreed to appoint new Hetmans. Condemnation
reached such a pitch at the Sejm of March 1654 that John Casimir
sanctioned its breaking by the royal supporter Pawel Biatobtocki,
before capitulating at the second Sejm of 1654, when Radziwitt and
Stanistaw Potocki were appointed Grand Hetmans of Lithuania and
Poland respectively.[13] The recourse to such controversial tactics
further stimulated suspicion of John Casimir among the szlachta and
alienated powerful magnates. Increasing political chaos in Warsaw
brought stalemate in the war, only broken by the Muscovite invasion

after the Treaty of Pereiaslav.

The Commonwealth was in no condition to resist a Muscovite
assault. Although Alexis had entered the war in support of the
Cossacks, he saw it as an opportunity to realise Ivan IV's dream of
seizing a foothold on the Baltic coast. Lithuania therefore bore the
brunt of the Muscovite onslaught.[14] If the situation in the
Ukraine, where Potocki faced the Cossack forces and Buturlin's
Muscovite army of 40,000 with 22-23,000 was bad enough, in Lithuania
it was catastrophic. After manning garrisons spread out in the Grand
Duchy's vast expanses, Janusz Radziwiti faced two Muscovite armies

with 8,000 men.[15] He was pushed back relentlessly as the Muscovites
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took the vital cities of Smolensk, Polotsk, Vitebsk and Mogilev.

The defence of Lithuania was hampered by the political conflict
between Radziwitt and the King. Although John Casimir had appointed
Radziwit} Grand Hetman in June 1654, he had done what he could to
limit his power, transferring part of the Grand Hetman's competence
to the General of Artillery, and appointing Gosiewski, Radziwiil's
bitter rival, to succeed him as Field Hetman. Not only was the Field
Hetman's autonomy increased, but as Lithuanian Treasurer, Gosiewski
could ensure his own units were paid first.[16] John Casimir was
following the time-honoured royal tactic of playing the Lithuanian
factions off against one another, but the arrangement seriously
hindered the Lithuanian war-effort:

"the Fatherland suffers more from poor relations between the

Grand and Field Hetmans than from shortage of resources or the

strength of the enemy..."[17]

Lithuania's plight, however, was ultimately due to the overwhelming
superiority of the Muscovite forces, not the dispute between the
Hetmans. The June Sejm of 1654 voted 18,000 men for the Lithuanian
army, but in July Radziwiit had a nominal 11,261, in fact about
4,000.[18] When John Casimir met Lithuanian senators at Grodno in
October 1654 in a vain attempt to settle Lithuania's military and
political problems, Radziwiitl attacked him for failing to settle

with Khmel 'nyts'kyi when he had the chance, while John Casimir blamed

Radziwitt for inadequate defensive preparations.[19]

Radziwitl's views were echoed by other war-weary senators. As
the Muscovite advance resumed in early 1655, the conviction spread

that the Commonwealth could not save itself by its own efforts, and
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that foreign aid was essential. The most obvious potential ally was
Sweden, which had much to lose if Muscovy won through to the Baltic.
Many senators hoped for an alliance with the power which had forged
such a reputation for itself during the Thirty Years' War. Yet
Swedish-Polish relations were poor. Although Sweden had been forced
to grant concessions in 1635 in renewing the Truce of Altmark [1629],
no peace treaty had been signed. The truce was due to last until
1661, but Charles Gustav's attitude suggested it might not. The
greatest obstacle to a settlement was John Casimir's claim to the
Swedish throne. John Casimir had approached Sweden as early as 1649,
when a Muscovite invasion was already feared, but he broke off
negotiations in 1651 after Berestechko.[20] When talks resumed in
1652, they soon foundered over John Casimir's refusal to compromise
over his hereditary rights.[21] On Christina's abdication in 1654,
John Casimir sent his secretary Canasilles to Stockholm with a strong

protest at Charles Gustav's accession.[22]

Nevertheless, John Casimir was just as aware as his senators
that Swedish aid might save the Commonwealth. On the outbreak of war
in 1654, he began privately to seek a Swedish alliance through French
mediation. In August 1654, he urged Piquet, the French resident in
Stockholm, to do all he could to achieve peace with Sweden and an
alliance against the Tsar.[23] Mazarin had instructed d'Avaugour in
January to seek a Polish-Swedish alliance against Muscovy, and
Canasilles, despite the protest at Charles Gustav's accession, also
tried to explore the possibility of a settlement through a deal over
John Casimir's claim, as he had in the summer of 1652, in the hope

that the French might persuade Sweden to be more reasonable.[24]
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Canasilles was rebuffed, as was Jan Andrzej Morsztyn, who spent three
fruitless months in Stockholm in early 1655. Charles Gustav insisted
that the preconditions for talks were John Casimir's resignation of
his claim to Sweden and recognition by the Commonwealth de iure of
Swedish rule in Livonia. In March, the Swedish Senate sent a letter
which, far from offering an alliance, threatened war if these demands

were not met immediately.[25]

Part of the aim of this letter was to increase divisions between
John Casimir and those of his senators who wished an alliance with
Sweden against Muscovy. It was not an ultimatum, but an offer of an
alliance over John Casimir's head.[26] In this, the letter was partly
successful. Many senators were outraged by the King's apparent
willingness to put his personal interests before those of the state:

"for I am satisfied with His Majesty with regard to personal
matters, but I am not satisfied with his ruining us by his plans
and...his lack of faith in any of his senators...so that every
piece of advice is suspect and he does nothing for the Senate,
except in the last resort.[27]

How justified and how widespread was this attitude? Historians have
usually argued that John Casimir's refusal to abandon his claims was
motivated primarily by selfish considerations, and as such was bound
to attract universal condemnation. This view needs to be challenged.

!
John Casimir was quite willing to surrender his rights, but was f

determined to secure in return an improvement in the monarchy's ;{//
imsition within the Commonwealth. However attractive the prospect of/

a Swedish alliance might be, he could not consider it in isolation.

Even if Swedish aid enabled the Commonwealth to expel the Muscovites,

the structural problems which had rendered the Commonwealth

incapable of defeating its enemies would remain. John Casimir had



Chapter 1 54

shown his conviction from the moment of his election that the
authority of the royal goverrment must be increased, and felt that he
must exploit this opportunity to improve the material position of the
monarchy. He therefore suggested to Sweden that should an anti-
Muscovite alliance be formed, he should receive any lands taken from
Muscovy as hereditary prince.[28] When Sweden rejected this idea,

John Casimir tried to win compensation from the Commonwealth.

His price was high. Like Wtadystaw IV, John Casimir had sworn an
oath at his coronation to surrender his rights should it be necessary
in the interests of the Commonwealth. This oath included the words:
"if suitable recompense is made to Our House."[29] When this issue
was discussed in March 1655, some argued that the phrase had been
inserted subsequently, and that the Ccmmonwealth was not bound to
honour it.[30] Nonetheless, an offer was made which the King rejected
at the Council meeting of 2nd March.[31] He revealed his price the
following day. The details are unknown, but they shocked Jan
Leszezynski :

"my hair stood on end...if we submitted these terms to the King
of Sweden he would renounce the Swedish throne to become King of
Poland."[32]

Historians have taken Leszczynski's reaction to indicate that John
Casimir was demanding absolute power, although none defines what

this might mean.[33] It is clear that the proposal essentially

concerned the succession:

"I declare that I cannot consent to such servitude. ¢

Uncertainty over the election has ensured the moderate rule of
our kings, who, not having an hereditary kingdom, endeavour to
win the affection of their subjects by the moderation of their

rule in order to win support for the future election of their :

sons;...whatever abuses they perpetrate can be dealt with at
the election..."[34]
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The extent to which John Casimir's intransigence had a direct
bearing on the collapse of 1655 is, however, open to question. This
has long been a controversial issue, especially since 1945, for an
important school of thought has seen the events of 1655 as being of
vital significance in the development of the magnate oligarchy,
suggesting that they represented a collective act of betrayal by the
magnate élite, which had long plotted to overthrow John Casimir, who
had proved incapable of securing magnate interests in the east, and
therefore ought to be deposed in favour of a monarch who was.[38] To
achieve this goal, some have suggested that the magnate opposition
actively connived in the Swedish invasion. The assertion of the right
to depose an unsatisfactory monarch seemed to symbolise the seizure

of control of the "helm of state" by the magnate oligarchy.

Three important questions must be answered if such a view is to
be accepted: the extent to which John Casibmir' had alienated the
magnate élite, the extent to which a coherent magnate opposition
existed, and the extent to which that opposition was involved in
precipitating the Swedish invasion. There is certainly evidence to
suggest that some had considered John Casimir's deposition from the
very start of his reign. Radziwii* had opposed John Casimir's
election, and may have been the author of a 1648 letter from
Lithuania to Sweden hinting at the possibility of breaking the Union
with Poland.[39] In 1650, Emperor Ferdinand III warned John Casimir
of approaches to Sigismund, brother of George II Rakdczy of
Transylvania, while there are strong indications that Lubomirski was
the author of a letter written in May 1651 to George Rakdczy in

connection with a plot to overthrow the King.[40] In 1654, Radziwitl
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sent Rakdczy a detailed set of proposals, in which he did not conceal
his contempt for the government:

"Whence closely followed the hatred of all estates of the
realm, the tedium caused by the present govermment and the
public despair at serving the Commonwealth under such a
preposterous regime."[41]

He asserted that discontent with John Casimir was so great that some
were prepared to consider deposing him and electing a new monarch:

"ita, ut maxime metuendum sit, ne multi inveniantur ex
proceribus, etiam ecclesiasticus, qui ab istiusmodi
gubernatore, qui rempublicam curat tanquam rem alienam, ad
alium, qui eam, tanquam suam, curare velit ac possit, imperium
transferre conentu. Quamquam enim gente nostra caeteroquin [ut
sunt res humanae] suis vitiis laborante, fideliorem erga
imperantes nullam reperias: tamen et necessitas frangit omnem
legem, et in pactis utrinque conventis, quo modo servata fides
obstringit, ita violat dissolvit mutuam fidem."[42]

From early 1655, Radziwiitt was in contact with Sweden through the
Duke of Courland, writing of the need:

"[to show] favour to the King of Sweden and his House: who is

to know what the Fates might bring? The election of our lord is

in our hands."[43]

The case of Hieronim Radziejowski seems to supply further evidence |

of the responsibility of the Polish ruling class for the Swedish | S

invasion. Radziejowski, a protégé of the Queen, was unexpectedlyi
advanced to the position of Crown Vice-Chancellor in 1650, only to
fall out with the Court, which successfully impeached him in 1652. To
escape punishment, he fled to Stockholm, where he waged a ceaseless
campaign to persuade the Swedes that the Poles wished to be rid of
John Casimir because of his absolutist leanings, and that they would

welcome Swedish intervention.[44]

It is difficult, however, to demonstrate that such activities
were typical, or that there was any widespread acceptance of

Radziwit1's view that John Casimir had forfeited his right to loyalty
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before the King appeared to abandon his subjects by fleeing to
Silesia in October 1655. Neverﬁheless, many historians have argued
that Radziwitt, Opalinski and Radziejowski were part of a
widespread, coherent opposition to John Casimir:

"The united opposition of the great families of Lithuania,
Great and Little Poland, was based on the "family alliance"
between the Opalinski, Leszczynski, Lubomirski and Radziwitt
clans. It was led by the subsequent traitors Krzysztof
Opaliﬁski and Janusz Radziwii}, who worked closely together,
openly stirring up the szlachta against the King and plotting to
replace him with another."[45]

Kersten admits there are problems in giving a full characterisation
of the political basis of the opposition, but nevertheless argues
that a coherent opposition existed:

"The opposition functioned actively in the years before the
Swedish invasion. The Radziejowski affair concerned more than
just Radziejowski, being but one element in a great political
game conducted by a group of frondeur magnates against the Court
and magnates who supported the King."[46]

According to Nowak:

"[Radziejowski] represented certain influential factions in
the Polish magnate élite which suspected John Casimir of
planning to introduce absolutum dominium, and who wished a
future king to base his rule on the magnates, and to pursue
their interests."[47]

The case rests on reputed contacts between Radziejowski and
opposition magnates:

"Aristocratic and bourgeois historiography in general has
underestimated the links which existed within the magnate camp,
seeing the whole background of the treason before the war in
terms of Radziejowski. That this is not a true picture is proved
by the broad network of contacts which the magnate opposition
maintained with Radziejowski."[48]

Firm evidence of the existence of an organised opposition,

S

however, is hard to come by. The view that it was based on thes
"family alliance" of the Opalinskis, Leszeczynskis, Lubomirskis and

Radziwitits, is based on a report by Adersbach, the Brandenburg envoy

v
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at the March Sejm in 1654. There is nothing in Adersbach's letter,
however, to indicate that this alliance went further than opposition
to the King's stand on the specific issue of control of the army;
even if he stresses the unity of this group, he gives no hint of the
nature of their programme, or of actual plots against John
Casimir.[49] Attempts to 1link Radziejowski with a concerted
opposition party remain unconvincing. Radziejowski's appointment had
been deeply resented by leading magnates, who regarded him as a
social parvenu. Lubomirski, a leading opponent of John Casimir, had
insulted the new Vice-Chancellor when handing over the seals of
office at the Sejm, by openly claiming that Radziejowski had bought
his position. While Radziejowski bombarded senators with letters
after 1652, these overwhelmingly contained complaints about the
injustice he had suffered, and requests to support his

rehabilitation.

There is little evidence of any response, though some were
sympathetic. Nowak, followed by Czaplinski and Kersten, cites one
letter from Krzysztof Opalinski to his brother fukasz, written in
August 1653, where he "did not conceal his contacts with
Radziejowski."[50] One letter is insufficient evidence for the
"broad network of contacts," which Nowak alleges existed;
furthermore as Sajkowski has demonstrated, Opaliﬁski was referring
to Radziwitt, not Radziejowski.[51] Radziejowski's contacts with the
Cossacks and Sweden, which were revealed at the second Sejm of 1652
through the production of intercepted letters, brought widespread
condemnation of his actions as treasonable, and his sentence was

confirmed.[52] Kersten argues that Radziwitl at least was a "silent
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ally" of Radziejowski, but admits that despite Radziwiii's hostile
attitude to John Casimir, he did not openly intervene on
Radziejowski's behalf.[53] When Radziejowski wrote to the szlachta
of Great Poland on behalf of Wittemberg in early July 1655, when the
Swedish army was already on the march, the reply, condemned as
treasonable by Czaplinski, did not respond to the political offers

and made no mention of any previous political contacts.[54]

It was one thing to express opposition to individual royal
policies, quite another to consider deposition. Sajkowski, who does
not doubt the existence of a coherent opposition, is puzzled by
Adersbach's inclusion of the Leszezynskis in the "family pact",
since he considers them to have been supporters of the Court.[55] In
fact, while Jan Leszczynski was in close and frequent contact with
Opaliﬁski, Radziwiit and Lubomirski, the Leszczyﬁskis, while deeply
critical of many of John Casimir's actions, were not prepared to go
to the same lengths as Radziwitl, and reacted with horror to rumours
of plots. When Radziwiit complained to Andrzej Leszczynski in
September 1654 about the King's behaviour, he was rebuked for his
behaviour:

"I have recently heard enough alarming and pitiful accounts of
the wretched state of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, but the
worst of all must be that contained in yesterday's letters,
which appal me, for I hear not only of your implacable hatred
for your colleagues, but also of your terrible disagreement
with...His Majesty.."[56]

In reply to Radziwill's contention that Lithuania's desperate
plight was due to the breaking of the Sejm, Leszezynski acidly
pointed out that the 1652 Sejm had been broken by Sicinski, a

Lithuanian deputy, and that the issue which caused the breaking of

the 1654 Sejm was the hetmanship of Lithuania, not the attempt to

|
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exclude the Prussian deputy Bakowski, the ostensible reason for
Biatobtocki's veto:

"I do not blame...Bakowski so much, since I believe he bears
less responsibility, for the Sejm had been divided for six weeks
over the issue of the Lithuanian hetmanship, and it would
certainly have broken up over the matter in any case. I pass
over in silence the fact that His Majesty awarded the Field
Hetman's baton without consulting Your Grace; in truth it is not
the first occasion on which this has occurred, and it would be
the last only if someone were to impose a law upon His Majesty.
Past Hetmans have experienced such slights without taking them
so amiss."[57]

Trzebicki was alarmed at rumours that Lithuanians intended to go
over to the Swedes.[58] Radziwitt had to deny that he sought to break
the union, or that he had done anything improper:

"It is permitted to hold sessions and councils at Sejms on
matters of private interest; there is nothing to prevent it:
ultimately every voivodeship is free to provide for its
security itself. Lithuania, however, is apparently not
permitted to do so, out of suspicion that I counselled that it
should seek its freedom. I am astounded that anyone could think

of dismembering [the Commonwealth]; to speak or think of such a
thing is forbidden by the ties of our sacred union."[59]

To view the political situation in 1655 in terms of a coherent
opposition party confronting an increasingly isolated King is
fundamentally distorting. There was some unity in the opposition to
royal demands on individual issues, such as relations with Sweden and
the nature of compensation owed by the Commonwealth. There was no
agreement, however over the best way to break the deadlock. If the
King could not force the Commonwealth to compensate him, neither
could the Commonwealth force him to resign his claim. John Casimir's
obstinancy may have driven some to consider deposing him, but there

is no convincing evidence to indicate that this course of action was

supported by more than a tiny minority. Furthermore, he was by no :

means isolated, even over the compensation issue. In Lithuania,
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rivalry between the great magnate families meant that he could count
on the support of many who feared the prospect of Radziwiii
domination, such as Gosiewski, and the Sapieha and Pac families.[60]
The hostility between Radziwii} and the Sapiehas had already been
evident at the Coronation Sejm in 1648.[61] In 1654, it was not just
John Casimir who opposed the appointment of Radziwiit as Grand
Hetman. Radziwitt was afraid he might fail:

"since he knows that his bitterest and sworn arch-enemy
Sapieha, the Lithuanian Vice-Chancellor, is also chasing and
competing for this position."[62]

The King would have liked to grant the baton to Kazimierz Leon

Sapieha, his nephew Pawel Sapieha, or Gosiewski, none of whom wished

to serve under Radziwitt.[63]

The King also found support for his stance with regard to
Sweden. Not everyone shared the views of Jan Leszczynski, whose
detailed correspondance has sometimes been the basis for misleading
generalisations about the feelings of the whole magnate class.[64]
While Leszczynski criticised John Casimir for playing down the
Swedish threat, there were many who shared the King's view that
Sweden would not attack.[65] After the Swedish invasion, K.L.Sapieha
argued that nothing could have been done to prevent it:

"After seven years and more of constant misfortunes for our
Fatherland, and after the destruction wrought everywhere, a new
and almost unbearable scourge has recently arisen, as the
Swedes, working in agreement with Muscovy, have brought war to
our Commonwealth,...after spurning talks for a permanent
settlement."[66]

Even Leszeczynski had his doubts:

"as before, I am now pondering the extent to which the Swedes
are dealing with us in good faith, and to what extent they wish
a peaceful settlement without humiliating conditions...I am

still of the opinion that they do not wish to enter any war,
though various views may be heard with regard to this

——
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matter."[67]

Leszczynski thought John Casimir's attitude was unreasonable, but
others felt that Sweden was in the wrong. The Catholic Church
objected to the loss of Livonia, while there was concern that Sweden
might demand the Prussian ports, or at least the right to levy tolls
on them.[68] With regard to compensation, Crown Treasurer Bogustaw
Lesczynski disagreed with his cousin over the 1648 oath and over the
Camonwealth's responsibility towards the King, while John Casimir's
proposed deal was put before the Council by Trzebicki, which suggests

that he supported the plan.[69]

If Radziwilt was plotting to depose John Casimir, he was aware
that he did not enjoy widespread support. Although his Calvinism was
an important reason for his opposition, he knew that if the King were
to be deposed in a Commonwealth where the overwhelming majority of
the Senate was Catholic, he could not rely on Protestant support
alone, as he stressed to Rakdczy in 1654:

"It does not behove us, who worship God under the sacred name
of the pure Gospel, and for whom it is seemly to turn away not
only from this act, but also from the sight of all evil, to
raise the standard of just rebellion for others, unless death or
flight impels us, [which indeed to those concerned with the
state of our fatherland seems such a close and likely prospect]
and frees us from our sacred vow,...or if some violent necessity
drives us to take this step."[70]

Recently, a debate has taken place between Wisner and Wasilewski
over the significance of this letter. Wisner has argued that
Radziwitt could not have believed in the existence of a plot to
depose John Casimir at this stage, claiming that he merely sought to
keep Rakoczy quiet and stressing that he could not count on

Protestant support.[71] Wasilewski counters this suggestion by

arguing that Radziwiti's Calvinism was the primary motivating force
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sign in later years of the existence of any strong links, or of
any unity in action. The different attitudes adopted by
supposed members of the union towards the Swedish attack is
significant."[73]
The Austrian observer Fragstein stressed the divisions among
opponents of John Casimir:
"it is easy to see that the poor state of this kingdom will not
readily improve. Its main cause is the great mistrust which not

only divides the King...from the Commonwealth, but which also
divides the Commonwealth itself into different factions."[74]

A1l parties hoped that a settlement with Sweden was possible,
and thought that it ought to be pursued. Many refused to believe that
the Swedish preparations were far enough advanced to permit an
invasion in 1655. Schlakow, the Danzig resident at the Polish Court,
reported that:

"much has been written saying that the preparations for war in
Pomerania are not as well advanced as some here would have us
believe,...the Court is therefore once more in better
spirits."[75]

It was hoped that pressure from d'Avaugour in Stockholm might smooth
the path for Morsztyn.[76] A new agreement had been reached with the
Tatars, and John Casimir had launched a new initiative to win over
the Cossacks, offering them the full privileges of the Polish
szlachta.[77] Finally, although the mission of Don Diego da
Villalobos to ask Ferdinand III for permission to raise troops in the

Empire had received an official rebuff, Villalobos reported that the

Emperor might permit unofficial recruitment.[78]

Yet there was widespread recognition that war might come, and a
readiness to face the enemy if necessary. As soon as the letter from
the Swedish Senate arrived, the government began to prepare for war.

On 3rd April the summons was issue for an extraordinary Sejm, called
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for 19th May in Warsaw, with preliminary sejmiks meeting on 28th
April.[79] Crown Grand Chancellor Stefan Korycinski was aware of the
problems of fighting a war on two fronts, and suggested that an army
of at least 30,000 needed to be raised. He admitted, however, that
such a figure could only be achieved on paper. He calculated that
20,000 would be required to defend the Ukraine, before even thinking
of the Swedish or Byelorussian fronts.[80] To face the Swedes,
professional infantry would be best; to raise mercenary troops
quickly would be difficult, however, while the noble levy was
useless:

"We do not have such [mercenary] troops, and who knows when we
can raise them. What can the levy do against Swedish firepower
without infantry or dragoon regiments? The levy does not always
wish to give battle, and even if it did, I do not know what can
be done without infantry."[81]

Far from fearing further disorder, he was confident that the
perilous state of the Commonwealth would ensure a cooperative mood:
"But a Sejm is the best remedy for all our ills, if only Our

Lord God grants us enough time, at which we can decide on the

best policy, whether to wage war or to seek peace. I appreciate

the dangers, and I do not wish to overlook any viable means of
saving the Commonwealth."[82]

Historians have argued that by the time the Sejm assembled, the
szlachta was affected by profound feelings of apathy and
defeatism.[83] Kersten suggests that John Casimir was almost
completely isolated and that the few supporters he had did not dare
to speak up.[84] Wisner argues that the szlachta felt a deep mistrust
for the King, and had no understanding of the nature of the Swedish
threat:

"At a point when the country was fighting two wars and was
threatened by a third,..the debates were conducted intially in

an incredible fashion. It seems that the King and the estates
completely failed to realise the danger of the situation."[85]
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As proof, he points to the low attendance at the Sejm:

"The attendance in both the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate
was low. Despite the curtailment of the length of the Sejm [from
six weeks to two], by 27th May, only 2 bishops, 3 voivodes and 7
castellans were present in the Senate."[86]

Yet this was an extraordinary Sejm, with sejmiks taking place only
21 days before it opened, instead of a month or so for an ordinary
Sejm. It was common for senators not to turn up at the start of a
Sejm, when much routine business was conducted, and Wisner overlooks
the presence of 5 ministers.[87] In fact, the attendance of 19
senators so early in a Sejm was unusual: while 19 senators were
present at the start of the 1632 Sejm, this figure was the highest
for the reigns of Sigismund III and Wiadystaw IV. At the start of the
first Sejm of 1629, only 5 senators were present, while there were
only 6 at the second Sejm of 1637, and at those of 1638 and 1639.
Between 24 and 27 senators in all attended the 1655 Sejm; while this
was some way short of the 55 present in 1627 and 1631, it was more
than the 21 who attended the second Sejm of 1637, and not much below
the average attendance for the peacetime Sejms of Wiadysitaw IV's
reign, which was 30.[88] Considering the disruption of the war and
the short notice given, it was by no means a disastrously low

attendance and should not be seen as evidence of indifference or

opposition.

The deputies showed no lack of urgency. Fragstein reported that
they were already arriving by 25th April, with more appearing by 15th
May, four days before the Sejm opened. When it did, Umiastowski was
immediately elected Marshal of the Chamber of Deputies without the
usual problems, while deputies urged that the session be completed

within a fortnight, with defence as the main priority.[89] The
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government proposals, read by Korycinski on 22nd May, were concerned
solely with defence, with no mention of diplomatic initiatives:
measures were proposed to liquidate arrears in the payment of the
army, to fortify towns and fortresses near hostile borders and to
raise new troops.[90] At the primate's suggestion, debate was
conducted in secret; despite objections to this procedural

innovation, it was accepted.[91]

The prospect of war was taken seriously. If the deputies
strongly supported further peace talks with Sweden, and called for
negotiations with Muscovy and the Cossacks, they were ready to fight
if necessary. The royal instructions had castigated sejmiks for
their slowness in implementing the decisions of the last Sejm and had
called for the tanowa infantry. The szlachta were warned that the
King might have to call out the levy:

"In such a situation the means are lacking to mount any swift
military action. Although His Majesty has ordered supplementary
troops to be raised in neighbouring states, wishing to make up
the army complement to the figure allowed...[by the last Sejm],
these troops will arrive too late due to lack of money, which
flows but slowly into the Treasury, and in any case they will
not be sufficient to match the force of the enemy. Therefore His
Majesty must consider the last resort, the noble levy, which is
the swiftest means of salvation."[92]

In private, however, John Casimir urged senators to ensure that
sejmiks agreed to the tanowa infantry and did not rely solely on the
levy:

"the only means of saving the Commonwealth in its last paroxysm |,
is if the estates of the realm immediately agree at the
forthcoming sejmiks to the anowa infantry rather than the
noble levy, with one infantryman from every ten tan. They must
then implement this decision immediately."[93]

Since Ferdinand III had rejected requests to permit recruitment in

Germany, to John Casimir's intense anger, it was essential that this
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in Germany, fearing that he might use them to make his rule absolute,
he had avoided the sort of criticism he had faced a§ previous
Sejms.[101] If no new taxes were voted for Poland, except for a levy
of 20,000 ztoties on the Jews, this must be seen in the context of
the great efforts made over the previous four years. Between June
1654 and July 1655, the szlachta paid 80% of the 10,000,000 ztoties
voted in taxation. It was the greatest financial effort since 1648;
indeed, of the 30,500,000 ztoties paid between 1648 and 1655,
9,300,000 had been collected in the last year:

"One should not therefore be surprised that after such a great
financial effort, which had in principle ensured pay for the
army until the end of 1655, the szlachta did not vote for
further taxes for the war with Sweden, agreeing only to the
noble levy and to the raising of tanowa infantry..."[102]

Since the royal proposals did not call for new taxes, but for the
tanowa infantry, it is hardly surprising that the Sejm failed to vote

them of its own accord. Much had already been done to alleviate the

arrears of pay, which dated in some cases from 1648.[103]

The main problems at the Sejm came not from Poland, but from
Lithuania, where the military and political situation was desperate.
The Muscovite war placed the most serious strain on Polish-
Lithuanian relations since 1569. If the magnate oligarchy's supposed
priority was the protection of the Commonwealth's interests in the
East, between 1648 and 1655, Poland had done little to help
Lithuania. Already in 1648 Radziwit, who wanted a vigorous war to be
waged against Khmel'nyts'kyi, fearing that the unrest would spread
to Lithuania, attacked the attitude of the Poles, who were not
directly threatened.[104] Lithuanians could not forget that the

Union of Lublin had taken the Ukraine from Lithuania and given it to
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Poland. Lithuanians had accepted the Union despite this loss of
territory because they needed the military support that the more
numerous Poles could provide. If such support had largely been
forthcoming in the first half of the seventeenth century, after 1648
it increasingly appeared as if Lithuania had been abandoned to its
fate, as Radziwitt pointed out:

"Not forgetting that it was through the Union of Lublin that
Volhynia and the Ukraine were transferred to Poland. The Grand
Duchy never had to bear the whole burden of war against Muscovy
on its own shoulders, but Poland helped with all its forces,
something which it no longer undertakes with its former
enthusiasm."[105]

The growing tendency for different regions of the Commonwealth to
look after their own defence intensified Lithuanian resentment at
being left alone to face the Muscovites.[106] Radziwitt attacked the
low numbers of troops allowed Lithuania by recent Sejms and the lack

of money voted to pay them, so that even those sent to aid Lithuania

laid waste the countryside.[107]

Radziwitt feared that at the Sejm the Poles would ask for
subsidies already voted to be recalled, when substantial
reinforcements were required.[108] He was determined on
confrontation, trying to impeach the royal supporter Obuchowicz over
the surrender of Smolensk. The affair wasted two valuable days, and
although Obuchowicz was prevented from taking his seat in the Senate,
support from the Sapiehas helped the King to block the
impeachment.[109] While Radziwit} attracted some Polish support in
this matter, many blamed him for the loss of Smolensk.[110] When he
addressed the Sejm on the state of the Muscovite war, reporting the
capture of 60 Muscovites, including three princes or voivodes and of

60 standards, he was poorly received:
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"he had to wait over half an hour before anything was said in
reply; finally, after a long silence and after divers speeches
and arguments presented on behalf of His Majesty by the
Lithuanian Vice Chancellor [K.L.Sapieha], he was thanked in
cold and ungracious terms."[111]

P

Lithuanian opinion was bitterly divided. While Radziwiit was
convinced that the main priority should be to resist the Tsar, and
that an alliance with Sweden was therefore essential, Gosiewski,
Sapieha and other Lithuanian magnates wanted to settle with Muscovy.
Gosiewski had already sent Medeksza to Radziwitt in September 1654 to
try and win the soldiers under his command for the King.[112] The
depth of the political chasm between the two Hetmans was revealed at
the Sejm. In mid June, Fragstien reported a stormy session of
Lithuanian deputies in the Bernardine Church, during which Radziwiii
and Gosiewski had a major confrontation. Radziwiit, who called for
large sums of money for the Lithuanian army, was violently attacked
by Gosiewski and others for unspecified excesses connected with the
conduct of the campaign against Muscovy, and the session ended in

complete chaos.[113]

The Court did what it could to isolate Radziwitt. One barrier to
his achieving widespread support was his Calvinist faith, which
represented an easy target. Wisner has criticised John Casimir for
exploiting this:

"In a situation when unity...was so important, when deputies
brought with them in their Instructions the recommendation that
"Dissidents in the Christian Religion should be appeased in
accordance with the Constitution of the most recent Sejm," the
Jesuit Karwat, during the opening Church Service, preached
"violently against dissidents and heretics." If this was not
inspired by the King, nevertheless the responsibility falls on
his shoulders."[114]

It is certainly unlikely that Karwat would have preached such a
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that the mutinous Lithuanian army be paid out of the Polish Treasury,
since Lithuania had been laid waste by Muscovy.[119] The proposal,
however, was rejected by Polish deputies, who followed the Lublin
sejmik in demanding that the Lithuanian army be paid by Lithuania
and not by Poland.[120] While the Sejm voted no new taxes for Poland,
Lithuania was saddled with 22 rates of the hearth tax, to be paid in
2 instalments, the first 12 by 1st August, the remaining 10 by 1st
September. The czopowe, a tax on alcoholic drinks, was voted for two
years and customs duties were increased.[121] Since Lithuania was in
a much worse financial situation than Poland, Radziwiit was perhaps
Jjustified in feeling deserted; it was by the Polish szlachta rather

than John Casimir.

The 1655 Sejm was therefore characterised neither by united
opposition to John Casimir nor by defeatist sentiments, at least on
the part of Poles. If there had been time to implement its decisions,
the catastrophe might have been averted. There was no time. The speed
of the Swedish attack caught everyone by surprise. Great Poland in
particular was in no position to resist an invasion from the veteran
Swedish army. The Commonwealth was already fighting a war on two
fronts; in an attempt to ensure continuing Tatar support, most of the
Crown army had been committed to the Ukraine, stripping Great Poland
of most of its regular troops.[122] Opalinski, who, as General of
Great Poland was responsible for the province's defence, was aware of
the difficulties he faced, and had contacted Frederick William of
Brandenburg on his own initiative to ask for protection in the event
of a Polish-Swedish war.[123] The contacts were renewed after the

Sejm, when the Elector sent Zawacki to talk directly with Great
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Poland representatives in Poznan. Although at first it seemed as if
the Brandenburg offer might be accepted, the szlachta proved more
suspicious than Opalinski of Frederick William's desire to occupy a
series of fortresses and strongpoints. Nevertheless, at this
meeting, there was a general feeling that, in the event of an

immediate attack, the province was unable to defend itself.[124]

There was good reason for these fears. The King considered that
Royal Prussia, not Great Poland, would be the main Swedish target.
Should the Swedes take Danzig, Marienburg or Elbing, it would be
difficult to dislodge them, given Polish deficiencies in artillery
and infantry. Such regular troops as could be spared were therefore
sent from the Ukraine to Prussia rather than Great Poland, which was
to be defended by the tanowa infantry and the noble levy. There was
little time to organise before the Swedes crossed the Oder on 1lth
July.[125] The King only issued the first two calls-to-arms for the
noble levy on 21st and 25th July, naming the assembly date as 24th
August, and the final summons only after Ujscie, for which he has
been criticised by Wimmer.[126] In John Casimir's defence, it should
be pointed out that he did not expect Frederick William to grant the
Swedes free passage s0 quickly at a time when he was hoping for the
Elector's support. Furthermore, as Korycinski had argued, it was
dangerous to call the levy before enemy intentions were clear, since
the szlachta had a tendency to return home if nothing happened

immediately.[127]

The course of events at Ujscie makes it seem unlikely that the

surrender was the result of long-term planning. Contemporary
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accounts give an impression of confusion and uncertainty, which was
to be expected since Opalinski had minimal experience as a soldier.
Wittemberg, with 14,000 men, mostly infantry, and 72 cannon, was
faced by 13,000 from the noble levy, and a mere 1,400 tanowa
infantry, of whom 400 garrisoned the strongpoint of Drahim.[128] The
Poles were drawn up on the south side of the river in a good
defensive position which forced the Swedes to approach across marshy
ground.[129] Any Polish advantage was nullified by the fact that the
vast majority of their forces consisted of cavalry, not best suited
to defending a river crossing against seasoned infantry, especially
since the Poles had few cannon and little gunpowder.[130] If a
surrender was envisaged from the outset, why did Opalinski allow
Grudzinski, Voivode of Kalisz, to resist the Swedes for five hours at
the head of the infantry? Grudzinski only called off his resistance
when he ran out of ammunition.[131] When news came that the Swedes
had seized a crossing further down at Dziembow threatening to
outflank the Poles, neither Opalinski nor the noble levy showed any
desire to fight.[132] In the circumstances, the decision to

surrender almost certainly averted a humiliating rout.

While Wimmer accepts that the task was impossible, he still
blames the surrender on Opalinski's treachery:

"There is no doubt that the attitude of several of the leaders
directly influenced the defeatism of the levy; Opalinski, who
had long been in contact with Sweden, was especially to
blame."[133]

There is no firm evidence of such contacts on the part of Opalinski
or of any other magnate from Great Poland before the arrival of

Radziejowski's letter in the camp at UjScie on 18th July. It is true

that many blamed John Casimir for provoking the invasion, but this
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view was by no means unanimous. If it is possible, as Czaplinski
alleges, that Opalinski never really considered mounting significant
resistance, others among both senators and szlachta were of a
different opinion.[134] A significant number of those present did
not sign the document of surrender. Three senators followed
Opalinski's lead: Grudzinski, Maksymilian Miaskowski, Castellan of
Krzywin and Pawet Gembicki, Castellan of Miedzyrzecz.[135] After a
heated debate, Rozdrazewski, Voivode of Inowroctaw, who was related
to Radziejowski, and Piotr Opalir'lski, Voivode of Podlasie and
Krzysztof's cousin, both refused to sign.[136] Grudzinski argued
strongly against the surrender before signing with expressions of
deep regret at being forced to comply with such an unpatriotic
act.[137] Such evidence supports Sajkowski's conclusion that the
decision to surrender was taken only in the camp at Ujscie.[138] Once
the Swedes outflanked the Poles and the noble levy began to flee,
surrender was the only real option left. In the absence of convincing
evidence to the contrary, UjScie must be seen as a military defeat,

not premeditated political treason.

Ujscie and Kiejdany did not result from any coordinated plan.
Nevertheless, the collapse of resistance in Great Poland had a
profound effect on events in Lithuania, seeming to vindicate
Radziwitt's view that Poland had abandoned Lithuania to its fate. At
last the political situation had changed sufficiently for Radziwiil
to hope that he might attract wider support for the deposition of
John Casimir. With no hope of Polish reinforcements, a decision had
to be taken swiftly. Lithuania faced not one enemy but two. In the

spring of 1655, the Muscovites resumed their offensive. Alexis left
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Moscow on 21st March, crossing the Berezina with the main army on 4th
July. A week later, Minsk fell to the Muscovites, who now seemed
unstoppable.[139] Although Alexis feared the arrival of a Polish
army under the King, the Poles showed no sign of hurrying to
Lithuania's aid; indeed, the few Polish troops still in the Grand
Duchy had left to garrison Marienburg.[140] The capture of Dyneburg
by Sweden on 19th July and the fall of Wilno to Alexis on 9th August
made the Lithuanian position untenable. News of Ujscie seemed to
confirm that Lithuania had been abandoned to its fate. Radziwiti
wrote to Koryciﬁski of the impossibility of carrying on unaided:
"Not only do we bear the full brunt of the enemy's
attack,...but we also hear disturbing reports from our Polish
brothers. We are already destitute of all the ordinary means of
saving ourselves with our own resources; it only remains for the
Camonwealth to harvest the fatal bounty in this as in all else:
since loyal and well-intentioned counsel for the pacification
of the Commonwealth has either been ignored or has been wilfully
misinterpreted, the unhappy and parlous state of the Fatherland
has been aggravated."[141]

Since Lithuania had been abandoned by Poland, Radziwill wrote that

many had decided to follow the example of UjScie in order to avoid a

terrible subjugation.[142] He could even suggest that he had v

official backing for talking to Sweden, since John Casimir had (o

written after UjScie giving permission for armistice talks with ;

Muscovy, or at least with Sweden.[143]

Military defeat had given Radziwill the opportunity to realise

his political aims. Few regarded the prospect of Muscovite rule with ,

anything but trepidation. Basarab's view that the Tsar's victory wasf)

achieved with the support of many Lithuanian magnates who opposed
John Casimir is unacceptable.[144] The strongest opponents of John

Casimir in Lithuania, led by Radziwiit}, preferred a settlement with
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Sweden, while it was his supporters, such as Gosiewski, who looked
more to Muscovy. Malt'sev argues that many Lithuanian nobles
accepted the rule of the Tsar, welcoming a strong monarch capable of
dealing with anti-feudal tendencies among their serfs, but fails to
offer any evidence beyond a general quote from Lenin.[145] He
suggests that Orthodox nobles welcomed Muscovite rule, but the
Orthodox Church in the Grand Duchy rejected the claims of the
Patriarch of Moscow, and although the Muscovites tried to play the

Orthodox card, it was not one which necessarily attracted support.

For the Catholic and Uniate nobility, the Muscovite invasion
was a grave threat. The available evidence suggests that far from
welcoming the Tsar's rule, many Lithuanian nobles fled westwards.
Radziwitt was not alone in fearing a ruler who subjected his nobles
to the knout.[146] As the Muscovite armies swept through Lithuania,
preceded by waves of refugees, reports of atrocities and forced
conversions spread:

"The Muscovites are subjecting Polish [sic] cities to a
tyranny the likes of which cannot be found in any story: they
have put everything to the torch within 70 miles of the border
and they have put everyone over sixteen to the sword, while all
those under that age have been taken to Muscovy,...where they
have been displayed to the Russians and pressed into perpetual
slavery..."[147]

In early August, Lithuanian senators complained to the Muscovite
boyars about the behaviour of the Tsar's armies.[148] The day before
Alexis entered Wilno, he instructed the boyars that if the
Lithuanians wished to talk of an alliance, the whole Grand Duchy must
submit to his rule.[149] His proclamation following the fall of Wilno

demanded that everyone "bowed their head" to his power.[150] Alexis

was not interested in negotiation; he wanted submission.

/

.-/ [
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Fear of Muscovy encouraged Lithuanian Catholics to support
Radziwi}t1's approach to Sweden. Jerzy Tyszkiewicz, Bishop of Wilno,
signed the conditions for accepting Swedish protection sent to de la
Gardie, as Radziwitl stressed to Jan Leszczyﬁski.[151] Even
Gosiewski, who arrived in Kiejdany in early August, was prepared to
countenance talks with Sweden. Yet Radziwitt failed in his attempt to
win wide support for his plans. De la Gardie was proved correct in
his view that Radziwiitt would be unable to win the support of those
that he had promised.[152] While Tyszkiewicz and Gosiewski were
willing to await the Swedish response to the terms Lubieniecki took
to Riga, they nevertheless wished to explore other options.
Tyszkiewicz approached Muscovy proposing peace talks mediated by
Austria, and a letter was sent from Gosiewski and Radziwii} assuring
the Tsar that all Lithuania wanted to discuss a settlement.[153] The
motivation behind these letters is impossible Yo determine.
Wasilewski believes that the initiative came from Tyszkiewicz,
while Wisner suggests that Radziwiil, in sanctioning the move, was
attempting either to play for time or to raise his value to the

Swedes, who were known to be in touch with Muscovy themselves.[154]

Although the submission to Sweden, signed on 17th August, was
couched in moderate terms, asserting that this action had become
necessary since:

"In our current situation,‘oppressed by a powerful enemy and
unfortunately denied the arms and protection of His Majesty the
King of Poland, fatal and inevitable necessity compels
us..."[155]

and despite the fact that it contained guarantees of the rights of
the Catholic and Orthodox churches, it failed to attract the wide

support that Radziwitt had hoped.[156] The only other Lithuanian

/
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