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TOWNS IN POLAND AND THE REFORMATION. 
ANALOGIES AND DIFFERENCES WITH OTHER COUNTRIES

The Reform ation was undoubtedly one of the  greatest events 
in the evolution of Early  M odern Europe and  the a ttitude  taken  
by particu lar societies tow ards it determ ined the ir developm ent 
for centuries to come. A. P eyrefitte , the au tho r of a recent 
F rench  bestseller,1 using a m etaphor taken  from  the New Tes­
tam ent, contrasts the “countries of M artha” developing favour­
ab ly  un til today, i.e. those countries in which the Reform ation 
was victorious, w ith the “countries of M ary”, i.e. those in which 
adherence to Catholicism determ ined, according to him, the 
backw ardness of the social and  economic s tru c tu re  up to and 
including the 20th century . This reasoning can be considered 
as re fe rr ing, to a certain  degree, to  th a t found in  the a lready  
classic works of M ax W eber and R. H. Taw ney ;2 the problem  
of a correlation betw een social and  economic progress and the 
R eform ation occurs in num erous other historical works (in 
England : H. R. Trevor-Roper, C. Hill, D. L ittle). However, we 
are  not a t this tim e in terested  in the consequences of the 
Reform ation bu t in the causes which resu lted  in its specific 
course in particu lar countries and  especially in Poland.

Scholars who have conducted research  on the h istory  of the 
Polish Reform ation (H. Barycz, O. B artel, J. Tazbir) in ascerta in­
ing its predom inantly  gen try  character, perceive in  th is tra it 
a national specificity of a m ovem ent which practically  in  all of 
Europe (England, Sw itzerland, the N etherlands and  partia lly  
also France and Germ any) overw helm ingly em braced the masses

1 A. P e y r e f i t t e ,  Le mal français, P aris 1976.
2 M. W e b e r ,  Die protestantische E thik und der Geist des Kapita­

lismus, B erlin  1964 - 65 ; R. H. T a w n e y ,  Religion and the Rise of Cap­
italism, 1 ed., London 1926.
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of the u rban  population.3 Yet we know th a t the Reform ation 
trends reached Polish towns ra th e r  quickly ; it is w ith them  
that, to a great ex ten t, one should connect the  wave of social 
disturbances which took place in the years 1517 - 1526. The 
course of the upheavals in  Gdansk, Toruń, Elbląg, Braniewo, 
W arsaw  and  Lublin  are best know n ;4 these centres do not, how­
ever, end the  list in which u n rest of the tow n poor and  the 
middle class burghers occurred : a ltogether 27 towns of the 
Polish Crown, including Royal P russia and  W arm ia, excluding 
Silesia and  L ithuania.5 All of these m ovem ents, however, ended 
rela tive ly  quickly ; they  did not change the social and  political 
u rb an  struc tu re  to  any  great ex ten t. It is tru e  th a t in m any 
towns they  resu lted  in the  in troduction of institu tions of the 
so-called th ird  order (a represen tation  of the  m iddle class 
burghers, artisans and  sm all m erchants in  the  city  authorities) 
bu t as a ru le  they  w ere soon taken  over by  the richer represen­
tatives of the middle class and m ade dependent upon the p a tri­
ciate ; now here did the revolts bring about even a tem porary  
victory of the P ro testan t faith.

3 W orks directly rela ted  to th is problem  are  : G. M o e l l e r ,  Reich­
stadt und  Reformation, G ütersloh 1962 and B. H a l l ,  The Reformation  
City, “B ulletin  of the Jo h n  Rylands L ib rary ,” vol. LIV. 1971 - 72, p. 103 
sqq. ; recently  : S. E. O z m e n t, The Reformation in  the Cities. The A p ­
peal of Protestantism to Six teenth  Century Germany and Switzerland,  New 
H aven 1975.

4 For G dańsk cf. S. Gl ue c k s m a n n ,  Ruchy społeczne w  Gdańsku  
w  początkach reformacji 1522 - 1526 [Social M ovements in Gdańsk at the 
Beginning of the Reformation], W arszawa 1937, and am ong recen t works : 
M. B o g u c k a ,  W alki społeczne w  Gdańsku w  X V I  w. [Social Struggles 
in  Gdańsk in the 16th century] in : Pomorze średniowieczne, ed. by G. La­
buda, W arszaw a 1958; G. S c h r a m m ,  Danzig, Elbing und  Thorn als 
Beispiele städtischen Reformation (1517 - 1558), in  : Historia Integra. Fest­
schrift fü r  E. Hasinger zu m  70. Geburtstag, B erlin 1977. For other towns 
cf. am ong the recen t and m ost im portan t w orks : J. B u ł a w a ,  Walki  
społeczno-ustrojowe w  Toruniu w  pierwszej połowie X V I  w. [Social and  
Political Struggles in Toruń in the First Half of the 16th century], Toruń 
1971 ; H. Z i n s ,  Rewolta w  Elblągu w  r 1525 [The 1525 Revolt in Elbląg], 
“Zapiski H istoryczne,” vol. XXII, 1958, No. 1 ; i d e m ,  Początki reformacji  
na W armii [The Beginnings of the Reformation in the Region of Warmia], 
“Odrodzenie i R eform acja w Polsce”, vol. II, 1957; T. S t r z e m b o s z ,  
Tum ult  Warszawski 1525 r. [The Warsaw Disturbance of 1525], W arszaw a 
1959 ; R . S z c z y g i e ł ,  Konflik ty  społeczne w  Lublinie w  pierwszej po­
łowie X V I  w. [Social Conflicts in Lublin  in the First Half of the 16th Cen­
tury], W arszaw a 1977.

5 Cf. R . S z c z y g i e ł ,  op. cit., pp.  98 - 99.
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The end of the revolts did not m ean, how ever, an  end to 
the in filtra tion  of the Reform ation in to  the towns. In  th is second 
phase of penetration, however, which occurred in the  second 
half of the 16th century , it was adopted not only by  the  m iddle 
class burghers and the poor, bu t also by the upper s tra ta  of 
u rb an  society. Only in the towns of Royal P russia  did the  R eform ­
ation gain a definitive v ictory  which was also recognized by 
the sta te  authorities. In  1557, using a favourable political and 
economic situation, and a fte r paying an  enorm ous sum  of 100,000 
Polish zlotys. (30,000 as a g ift and  70,000 as a loan) into the 
royal treasury , did Gdańsk, Toruń and Elbląg receive privileges 
from  th e  King guaranteein  religious freedom  for th e ir inhab­
itan ts  ; on this basis a L u theran  Church strongly  connected 
w ith  the city au thorities was organized. The situation  of the 
followers of the P ro testan t fa ith  in the  towns of W arm ia, an  
episcopal domain, was m uch m ore difficult.6 The fa te  of the  
Reform ation was also not very  fo rtuna te  in the  tow ns of C entral 
Poland. The greatest successes of the  Reform ation took place 
in  the m edium -sized towns of G reater Poland (Wschowa, Brojce, 
Międzyrzecz, Skierzyna, Czaplinek, Wałcz as w ell as p a rtia lly  
in Kościan, K onin and  Kalisz) ;7 P ro testan t com m unities also 
existed  under the patronage of the  m agnate G órka and  Ostroróg 
fam ilies in Poznań up to the beginning of the  17th century . In 
1619, however, it was prohibited  to  g ran t non-Catholics tow n 
righ ts in  Poznań.8 L im ited successes w ere won by the  R eform ation 
in the tow ns of L ittle  Poland ; bu t during the second half of the  
16th cen tu ry  one finds here a ra th e r  num erous group of adheren ts 
in Cracow itself® and  also in  such sm aller tow ns as Biecz, Jasło,

8 H. Z in s , Początki reformacji na "Warmii [The Beginnings of the
Reformation in Warmia], p. 53 sqq.

7 J. D w o rz a c z k o w a , Wprowadzenie reformacji do miast kró­
lewskich Wielkopolski [The Introduction of the Reformation to the Royal 
Towns of Greater Poland], “Odrodzenie i Reformacja w Polsce,” vol. X,
1965, p. 53 sqq.

8 Ibidem, p. 76 sqq.
9 R. Z a le w s k i ,  Zaburzenia wyznaniowe w Krakowie. Okres prze­

wagi różnowierców 1551 - 1573 [Religious Upheavals in Cracow. The Period 
of the Predominance of the Dissidents 1551 - 1573], “Odrodzenie i Re­
formacja w Polsce,” vol. VI, 1961, p. 91 sqq.; cf. also G. S c h ra m m , 
Reformation und Gegenreformation in Krakau. Die Zuspitzung des kon­
fessionellen Kampfes in der polnischen Haupstadt, “Zeitschrift fur Ostfor­
schung,” vol. XIX, 1970, pp. 1 - 41.
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Ciężkowice, Gorlice, Osiek and Dębowiec.10 It is w orthw hile to 
rem em ber tha t one of the outstanding representatives of the 
R eform ation m ovem ent in L ittle  Poland was Jakub from  Iłża, 
a burgher.11 In the socond half of the 16th cen tury  one can also 
speak about a dissem ination of the seeds of the Reform ation 
in the cities of Lublin,12 Lwów,13 and Wilno (in L ithuania).14 On 
the o ther hand the Reform ation was com pletely unaccepted in 
the tow ns of Mazovia including W arsaw.15

This second stage of the spreading of the Reform ation in 
Polish towns did not last long since it w aned already a t the end 
of the 16th and a t the beginning of the 17th centuries. In 
addition, this was not a mass m ovem ent since it em braced 
rela tive ly  small groups of burghers w ith  bu t a few exceptions. 
As a ru le  the Polish urban  population rem ained faithfu l to 
Catholicism.

In order to explain such a course of events it is necessary 
to analyze briefly  the situation of the Polish towns in the period 
under discussion, especially considering th a t m any historians (in 
Poland—J. Dworzaczkowa and of the G erm an scholars F. A rnold 
and A. Rhode) perceived the solution to the puzzle precisely in 
a general “weakeness of their position”.

As far as the degree of urbanization was concerned, the  
Polish state  presented itself not unfavourably  even against the  
E uropean background of the 16th century . Practically  20 per 
cent of the  inhabitants lived in towns. Of course, the degree of

10 W. U rb a n , Reformacja mieszczańska w dawnym powiecie bieckim 
[Burgher’s Reformation in the Former District of Biecz], “Odrodzenie i Re­
formacja w Polsce,” vol. VI, 1961, p. 130 sqq.

11 H. B a ry c z , Z epoki renesansu i baroku [From the Renaissance 
and Baroque Epoch], Warszawa 1971, p. 222 sqq.

12 G. S c h ra m m , Lublin und das Scheitern der städtischen Refor­
mation, “Kirche im Osten,” vol. XII, 1969, pp. 33 - 57 ; S. T w o re k , Zbór 
lubelski i jego rola w ruchu ariańskim w Polsce w XVI i XVII w., [Commu­
nity of Antitrinitarians in Lublin and Its Role in the Polish Reformation 
in the 16th and 17th Centuries], Lublin 1966.

13 G. S c h ra m m , Lemberg und die Reformation, “Jahrbücher für 
Geschichte Osteuropas,” vol. XI, 1963, pp. 343 - 350.

14 Id em , Protestantismus und städtische gesellschaft in Wilna (16-17 
Jahrhundert), “Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas,” vol. XVII, 1969, pp. 
187 - 214.

15 G. S c h ra m m , Problem reformacji w Warszawie w XVI w. [The 
Reformation in Warsaw in the 16th Century], “Przegląd Historyczny,” vol. 
LIV, 1963, No. 4, pp. 557 - 571.
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urbanization  of particu lar regions was unequal ; alongside highly 
u rbanized  areas w here the inhabitan ts of the tow ns constitu ted  
over 30 per cent of the en tire  population (G reater Poland, L ittle  
Poland, Pom erania) in  certain  regions the tow n population 
reached  only up to 15 per cent (Mazovia) or a few per cent in 
the E astern  parts of the country. H istorians agree th a t in the 
second half of the 16th cen tury  there  existed about 700 towns 
and  sm all townships in the  socalled Polish Crow n (Central 
Poland), including Royal Prussia. However, only 8 of them  had 
m ore th an  10,000 inhabitan ts : these w ere Gdańsk (over 50,000 
at the  close of the 16th century), Cracow (ca. 28,000), Poznań 
(ca. 20,000) as well as Toruń, Elbląg, Lublin, W arsaw  and Lwów. 
A t the close of the 16th cen tu ry  W ilno (ca. 15,000) was a significant 
tow n in the G rand Duchy of L ithuania. Towns w ith  from  4,000 
to 5,000 inhabitants were considered m edium -sized (Sandomierz, 
Kazim ierz Dolny, Gniezno, etc.). Dom inant were those urban 
centres w ith inhab itan ts num bering from  500 to 2,000.18 The 
problem s of urban  dem ography are, however, still ra th e r  con­
troversial.

The 16th cen tury  is considered as a period of a favourable 
developm ent and enrichm ent of the Polish towns which a t th a t 
tim e grew  significantly  an d  gained m agnificent Renaissance 
a rch itec tu ra l and decorative forms. Those towns w hich partici­
pated  in the  export of grain  and ag ricu ltu ra l products to the 
W est (m ainly Gdansk, bu t also num erous others along the 
V istula, e.g. Cracow, Sandom ierz, Kazim ierz Dolny, W arsaw  and 
o ther M azovian towns, W łocławek and  Toruń) seem ed to  develop 
and  th rive  economically particu la rly  rapidly. The sam e applies 
to the  great m arkets and centres of big in ternational trade 
(Lwów, Lublin, Poznań) which lay  along the routes running  
from  L ithuania, Russia and the Black Sea to G reater Poland 
or Silesia and fu rth e r to W estern Europe. Of lesser im portance 
for the  w ealth  of the  towns was the ir a rtisan  production although 
the artisans constitu ted  the  m ajo rity  of the  population of m any 
tow ns (from 50 to 75 per cent). A lready  a t th a t tim e Polish 
artisans began to feel the im pact of the com petition of industria l

16 S. H e r b s t ,  Miasta i mieszczaństwo renesansu polskiego [Polish
Towns and Their Inhabitants during the Renaissance], Warszawa 1954, p. 7.
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articles im ported from  W estern Europe and p referred  by the 
Polish gentry. Production was conducted in the Polish towns 
in the  outdated but still strong guild system  and based on small 
establishm ents where, ju st as in the M iddle Ages, a m aster 
em ployed two or th ree  helpers. The elem ents of early  capitalism  
appeared  rare ly  and m ost frequen tly  in  the form  of a domestic 
system  and the dependence of direct producers upon the richer 
m aster or m erchants. One can speak about the  occurrence of 
these elem ents on a larger scale only, however, in the  rich and 
well developed towns of Pom erania.17 L arger establishm ents which 
came close to early  m anufacture, were to be found sporadically 
and m ain ly  in such branches of production as the iron and 
ship industry , paper and glass works as well as in  m ining— salt 
in W ieliczka and Bochnia, silver and  lead in Olkusz ; the  la tte r  
was a leading te rra in  for the developm ent of the elem ents of 
early  capitalism .18 In  general, however, the beginnings of the 
new system  of production were weak and  this made the economic 
level of the Polish Com m onwealth unfavourable in comparison 
to the  level achieved in the 16th cen tu ry  by the rap id ly  de­
veloping economy of m any of the W est European countries, 
especially of England. P articu la rly  unfavourable was the fact 
th a t only a very  small p a rt of comm ercial capital accum ulated 
in  Polish towns was destined for productive investm ents. The 
largest p a rt of it was absorbed by consum ption expenses, con­
nected w ith  an ex travagan t style of life in  the  tow ns (construc­
tion of m agnificent houses and th e ir opulent furnishings, luxu ry  
in clothing, jew elry, etc.) or spent, despite legal prohibition, on 
purchasing property  in  the  countryside. Both these trends in 
expenditures resu lted  from  a fascination, common among the 
burghers, w ith  the gen try  w ay of life, from  a yearning to

17 Cf. M. B o g u c k a , Gdansk jako ośrodek produkcyjny w XIV - 
XVII w. [The City of Gdansk as a Centre of Production in the 14th - 17th 
Centuries], Warszawa 1962, passim.

18 Cf. D. M o le n d a , Kopalnie rud ołowiu na terenie złóż śląsko-kra- 
kowskich w XVI - XVII w. [Lead Ore Mines of the Silesia-Cracow Region 
in the 16th - 18th Centuries], Wrocław 1972 ; A. W y ro b is z , Szkło w 
Polsce od XIV do XVII w. [Glass in Poland in the 14th - 17th Centuries], 
Wrocław 1968 [ B. Z ie n ta r a ,  Dzieje Małopolskiego hutnictwa żelaznego 
XIV - XVII w. [The History of Ironworks in Little Poland in the 14th -  17th 
Centuries], Warszawa 1954, passim.
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equal it and  even to penetrate  into the ranks of the  nobility  e ither 
through official ennoblem ent or a t least illegally. This was linked 
w ith  a specific p a tte rn  of social and political relations which 
emerged in  the  Com m onwealth during the 16th century.

The second half of the  15th and  the firs t half of the 16th 
century  constitu ted  a period in which the form  of the  so-called 
Commonwealth of the  gen try  was taking shape in Poland ; a t the 
same tim e it was a tu rn ing  point in  the  h isto ry  of Polish towns. 
Both of these phenom ena w ere closely connected w ith  each 
other. By the m iddle of the  15th cen tu ry  the fu tu re  was still 
unsolved, it rem ained an  open question w hether in  the consolida­
tion of the country  and  rem odeling of the  Polish State, the  
M onarch would lean on the g en try  or use the  burghers for 
purposes of strengthening  his own power as was the case in 
num erous European countries a t th a t tim e. The specificity of the 
developm ent of Poland  consisted of, among other things, the  
fact tha t for d ifferen t reasons the gen try  became the m ain ally  
of the King in  his undertak ings and, subsequently, a force 
which he was dependent upon ; a lready  in the second half 
of the 15th cen tu ry  the gen try  constitu ted  the head of Polish 
society as its  m ost active leading group. The w inning of social 
and  political predom inance by the gen try  was accom panied 
by lim iting of the  role played by  the towns. A nti-u rban  laws, 
in itiated  a lready  in the  15th century , w ith  a prohibition of 
purchasing landed p roperty  by the burghers (1496) were conti­
nued throughout the en tire  16th cen tu ry  (a 1538 repetition  of 
the prohibition of land  purchasing w ith  the exception only of the 
inhabitants of a few  of the largest towns, a ttem pts a t abolishing 
guilds in 1538 and 1552, in troduction of price lists for urban  
products and prohibition of conducting an active foreign trade 
by the Polish m erchants in 1565).19 There was no room for re ­
presentatives of the  towns in  the em erging Polish Parliam ent 
a t the end of the  15th and the beginning of the 16th centuries. 
Only a few of the m ost im portan t towns such as Cracow, Poznań,

19 A. P o p ió ł - S z y m a ń s k a ,  Problematyka handlowa w polityce 
“miejskiej” szlachty w Polsce centralnej w XV i XVI w. [The Problems 
of Trade in the “Anti-Urban” Policy of the Polish Gentry in the 15th and 
16th Centuries], “Roczniki Dziejów Społecznych i Gospodarczych,” vol. 
XXI, 1970, pp. 45 - 83.
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L ublin and, a fte r the Lublin  Union of 1569—the city  of Wilno, 
as well as the towns of Pom erania w ere allowed to send to the 
Polish Diet [the Seym] the ir representatives who had, however, 
only the righ t to take the floor as advisers in  connection w ith 
u rban  problem s (1565). G radually  burghers also lost th e ir righ t 
to hold state offices while special prohibitions lim ited their 
access to higher Church positions.

The m ajority  of towns a t the  beginning of the 16th cen tury  
had complete or alm ost complete self-governm ent won in the 
course of the preceding centuries. In the  16th cen tu ry  th is self- 
governm ent was subject to a gradual lim itation in favour of the 
in terests of the gen try  (e.g. the constitutions of 1538 and  1567). 
In the royal towns the influence of the K ing’s officials-the sta- 
rostas, grew  (lim itation of the  au tho rity  of the m unicipal council 
and the influence of the  starosta upon its choice, control over 
finances and  u rban  adm inistration, etc.). In p rivate  towns, the 
num ber of which grew  rapidly, self-governm ent was even more 
lim ited and its scope was dependent upon the w ill of the  owner 
of the town.20 Com petition betw een particu lar towns (conflicts 
concerning storage privileges, the righ ts of m erchants to  trade 
in  those u rban  areas w here they  did not have city righ ts, tria ls  
concerning the competence of guild authorities, etc.) resu lted  in 
the fact th a t each of them  jealously guarded its m ediaeval laws 
and privileges against the burghers of other centres. An in te r- 
u rb an  solidarity  and a developed social consciousness could not 
arise in  such conditions and was unable to play a defensive and 
unifying role in the  face of the aggressive policy of the 
gentry .

The only exception w ith in  a w eak and in te rnally  divided 
Polish bourgeoisie w ere the th ree  great Pom eranian tow ns headed 
by Gdańsk. They owed their position to an exceptionally  favour­
able economic situation. D uring the 16th cen tury  G dańsk had 
p ractically  acquired a complete monopoly on Polish foreign trade 
(ca. 80 per cent of the export of m anor farm  products and 
a large p a rt in im port) ; Toruń and Elbląg played a supplem entary

20 A. W y ro b is z , Rola miast prywatnych w Polsce w XVI i XVII w. 
[The Role of Private Towns in Poland in the 16th and 17th Centuries], 
“Przegląd Historyczny,” vol. LXV, 1974, No. 1, p. 19 sqq.
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role.21 The legal basis for the exceptional position of Gdańsk 
in the Polish state was ensured by a num ber of privileges 
g ran ted  in  1455 - 1477 by King Casimir the Jagiellonian as a 
rew ard  for the intensive participation in the Thirteen-Y ear W ar 
against the  Teutonic K nights (among others, G dańsk was granted  
enorm ous ru ra l properties and a broad autonom y, certain  customs 
were abolished, privileges concerning the adm inistration  of the 
seacoast and regulation of m arine traffic  w ere bestowed, etc.).22 
The economic streng th  and the convenient legal and political 
sta tus of the towns in Royal Prussia was expressed in the fact 
th a t they  participated  in the sessions of the regional diet known 
as the P russian  L ittle Seym. This consisted of two houses : the 
Land House of the gen try  and the Town House w ith  represen­
tatives of the towns. The burghers of Royal Prussia also had the 
righ t to purchase and own landed property , (confirm ed in' the  
constitu tion of 1538). The th ree  great cities of Gdańsk, Toruń 
and  Elbląg sat alongside the h ighest Pom eranian dignitaries 
in the autonom ous governm ent of Royal Prussia, the so-called 
P russian  Council. W hen afte r 1569 the governm ent of Royal 
Prussia was transform ed according to the Polish structu re , the 
situation of the local towns was influenced by it only to a slight 
degree. The Prussian  Council, however, was liquidated. Its gen try  
m em bers obtained place in the  Polish Diet, bu t the towns of 
Gdańsk, Toruń and Elbląg were from  th a t tim e on to  send their 
observers only ; however, such an arrangem ent suited them  since 
they  w ere separatistically  ind ifferen t tow ards the m ajority  of 
the common problem s of the S tate and  m indful solely of the 
in terests of the local patrician  groups. The au thorities of the  
Pom eranian  towns, and especially of Gdańsk, knew  th a t they  
could anyhow  effectively defend them selves against any aggres­
sion of the gentry. The representatives of the towns rem ained 
m em bers of the P russian  regional diet un til the end of the

21 S. H o s z o w s k i, The Polish Baltic Trade in the 15th-18th Cen­
turies, in: Poland at the Xlth International Congress of Historical Scien­
ces in Stockholm, Warsaw 1960, p. 119 sqq.

22 E. C ie ś la k ,  Przywileje Gdańska z okresu wojny 13-letniej na 
tle przywilejów niektórych miast bałtyckich [The Privileges of the City 
of Gdansk from the Time of the Thirteen-Year War Against a Background 
of the Hanseatic Privileges], “Czasopismo Prawno-Historyczne,” vol. VI,
1954, No. 1, p. 61 sqq.
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existence of the Com m onwealth of the  g en try  (only the  represen­
tatives of small towns lost the ir places in 1662),23 alw ays playing 
a dom inating role in  its sessions.

Thus, the situation of the  towns in Poland, w ith  the ex­
ception of Royal Prussia, differed substan tia lly  from  the situation 
in  W estern Europe and  even more so since in  the 16th century  
the burghers of m any countries expanded the ir political privileges 
and en tered  into a victorious com petition w ith  the gen try  in  
num erous spheres of life. This sta te  of affa irs also influenced 
the developm ent of the  Polish R eform ation although undo­
ubtedly  we have here an opportunity  to  deal not w ith one causal 
factor bu t w ith a whole sequence of them .

Some scholars consider th a t the reason for a w eak reception 
of the Reform ation in  the Polish towns lay in  the fact th a t in 
the  16th cen tury  these towns w ere a lready  fu lly  Polonized 
(contrary  to the  14th and 15th centuries w hen patricians of G er­
m an or Ita lian  origin reta ined  their national and cu ltu ral distinc- 
tiness). This w ould explain the victory  of the Reform ation in 
the  towns of Royal Prussia and also its re la tive ly  strong develop­
m ent in some of the towns in G reater Poland w here, as late as 
the  16th century , there  existed a strong and un-Polonized G er­
m an population. However, one should rem em ber th a t in  spite 
of the “G erm an character” of P ro testan tism  it was possible for 
a significant p a rt of the  Polish gen try  and m agnates to  accept it. 
U ndoubtedly one of the stim ulating factors could be the linguistic 
and national closeness, stressed by G. Schram m  while exam ining 
the course of the  Reform ation in Gdansk, Elbląg and  Toruń. 
But Schram m , a t the same time, points to the fact th a t one should 
not identify  this closeness w ith  a feeling of state  allegiance.24 
A certain  role was played by the geographic factor—w herever 
the  im portant centres of the Reform ation were not too d istan t 
and  lively contacts were m aintained (e.g. G dańsk and W ittenberg) 
the progress of the Reform ation could be facilitated  and the 
reception of the new ideas accelerated. One should, however,

23 Historia państwa i prawa Polski [The History of the Polish State and 
Law], vol. II, ed. by J. Bardach, Warszawa 1966, p. 161 sqq., 435 sqq.

24 G. S c h ra m m , Danzig, Elbing und Thorn als Beispiele . . . ,  p. 131 
sqq.
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rem em ber that even such a fu lly  Polonized and fa r aw ay town 
as Lwów m aintained contacts w ith  the centres of the R eform a­
tion (m erchants’ and studen ts’ journeys and m igrations) and  this 
created a basis for the passage of new ideas despite the  great 
distance. There m ust also have occurred other factors, resu lting  
in the failure of the Reform ation in Polish towns.

Among these factors one m ust place the problem  of the 
a ttitude, of the King tow ards the Reform ation as recently  
correctly  emphasized by J. Dworzaczkowa.25 The victory  of the 
Reform ation in m any of the G erm an towns was certa in ly  con­
nected either w ith an open support or a t least w ith  the vacillating 
attitude  of the local dukes tow ards the new creed. In England 
the en tire  process was in itia ted  by a break w ith Rome by H enry 
VIII. In Poland, however, the situation  was quite d ifferen t. Both 
Sigism und I and Sigismund A ugustus rem ained faith fu l to Ca­
tholicism and this made an eventual adopting of the  new  con­
fession by the Royal towns, (a group of the largest tow ns in 
Poland) very  difficult. The peak of the Reform ation m ovem ent 
in the Com m onwealth occurred a t the P iotrków  Diet in 1555, 
w hen it seemed that a Polish N ational Church, independent of 
Rome, would emerge. Sigism und A ugustus agreed, a t the  time, 
under the pressure of the gentry, to suspend Church jurisdiction 
and to send an envoy to the Pope in order to gain perm ission to 
call a national synod. The gen try  was g ran ted  the righ t to keep 
P ro testan t m inisters in their estates and to receive com m union in 
both kinds. However, the King sim ultaneously took care th a t none 
of these resolutions should perta in  to the towns w here he even 
intensified his action against the P ro testan ts. Only a week after 
the close of the debates conducted by the Diet, on Ju n e  27, 
1555, there  appeared another m andate against the P ro testan ts  
in Poznań. On January  20, 1556, a sim ilar m andate was d irect­
ed to K onin in G reater Poland. On M arch 1, 1556 the King 
proclaim ed the next th ree edicts, two of which once again per­
tained to G reater Poland, the region m ost th rea tened  by the 
progress of the Reform ation. The firs t addressed the starostas 
and ordained them  to suppress religious innovations and  not to 
perm it the dissenters to congregate, preach or worship in villages

25 J. D w o rz a c z k o w a , Wprowadzenie reformacji..., p. 67 sqq.

5 Acta Poloniae Historica XL
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and royal towns, even in homes owned by the  g en try  and thus 
exem pt from  city jurisdiction. The second edict, addressed to 
the S tarosta G eneral added th a t he should a rres t all the  Bohemian 
B rethern  living in Poznań.26 D uring the W arsaw D iet in 1556 - 
1557 the King agreed to prolong the P iotrków  in terim  b u t already 
very  clearly excluded all towns from  its resolutions. “Item  the 
royal towns and others since they  cannot equal the  gentry  
e ither in freedom  or in dignity, should not be included into this 
perm ission [ . . .]  th is is w hy His Royal M ajesty does not wish 
to m ake them  equal by this freedom  w ith  you [i.e. the  gen try— 
M.B.] bu t leaves them  all sui ipsius dispositioni” . This form ulation 
which fla tte red  the gen try  was not questioned by the deputies— 
noble adherents of the Reform ation. W hat is even m ore, they  did 
not support a ttem pts for revoking th is decision undertaken  
a t the Diet by representatives of Cracow, who, as a resu lt, were 
unsuccessful.27

Of course, royal power in Poland was not very  strong or 
efficient. This was the reason w hy the developm ent of the 
situation in private towns depended exclusively on the  a ttitude  
of the owner. As a resu lt in certain  p rivate  towns P ro testan t 
comm unities developed and survived even w hen the  Counter- 
Reform ation was w inning victories in the  whole coun try  ; a good 
exam ple of th is phenom enon was the tow n of W ęgrów in Pod­
lasie, the p roperty  of the  pow erful m agnate Radziwiłł and  Kiszka 
families.28 In  royal towns it was m ost im portan t who w as holding 
office of the starosta. In  G reater Poland, for exam ple, a signifi­
cant role was played by the fact th a t in  the decisive years of 
1552-1564 Janusz Kościelecki, a ferven t Catholic he ld  the office 
of S tarosta G eneral.29 In the tow n of W schowa the Reform ation 
was in troduced w ith  the support and  the co-participation of the 
L u theran  starosta  Maciej Górski from  Miłosław.30 In  M iędzy-

26 Ibidem, p. 68.
27 Diariusz sejmu walnego warszawskiego z r. 1556 - 7 [Warsaw Diet’s 

Diary 1556-57], ed. S. B o d n ia k , Kórnik 1939, p. 50.
28 T. W y s z o m irs k i ,  Z przeszłości zboru protestanckiego w Wę­

growie w XVII i XVIII w. [From the Past oj the Protestant Community 
in the City of Węgrów in the 17th and 18th Centuries], “Odrodzenie i Re­
formacja w Polsce,” vol. IV, 1959, p. 137 sqq.

29 J. D w o rz a c z k o w a , Wprowadzenie . . . ,  p. 69.
30 Ibidem, pp. 70 - 71.
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rzecze the  P ro testan ts w ere also upheld  by the local starosta, 
M ikołaj Myszkowski31 while in W arsaw  a group of p ro testan ts 
acted  under the patronage of the  W arsaw  starosta, Zygm unt 
W olski and  the Rawa Voievode, Anzelm  Gostomski ;32 these 
exam ples can be m ultiplied. Thus, the success or failure  of the 
Reform ation in towns depended upon the starosta who influenced 
the course of tow n m atters ; it was also im portan t w hether the  
nearby  region was inhabited by P ro testan t m agnates who w ere 
w illing to support their u rb an  co-religionists.33 This personal 
factor which was of an en tire ly  accidental character, decided 
frequen tly  the fate  of the en tire  m ovem ent. In  addition, support 
given to P ro testan t burghers by the gen try  was not only often 
insuffic ien tly  strong and consistent bu t also, as J. Dworzaczkowa 
correctly  pointed out, frequen tly  harm ed the in terests of the 
towns as a whole (among others by excluding the gen try  homes 
from  u rban  jurisdiction) and  thus could not have been very  
popular. I t  was obvious th a t the Reform ation opened up for 
the  g en try  an  additional pa th  for in terven tion  into urban  
questions ; in  this situation the burghers received not so m uch 
advantages from  a change of religion, it ra th e r  brought fu rth e r 
lim itation of their rights. In  the royal towns a certain  role was 
also p layed  by a fear of the K ing’s disfavour and  eventual rep res­
sions. A ll this lim ited the mass character of the  m ovem ent, 
especially w here ne ither linguistíic ties nor national factors 
appear in its favour. Thus in Polish tow ns one sees a lack of the 
m ost im portan t factor which elsew here was the basis for the 
victory  of the Reform ation, i.e. the support of num erous groups 
of people who were not so m uch engaged because of the ideolo­
gical values of the new faith , bu t because of the ir definite eco­
nomic or social interests. This was linked w ith  a ra th e r  weak 
connection betw een the Reform ation m ovem ents and  social move­
m ents in  Polish towns during the  second half of the  16th 
century . A fter the disturbances in  the  1520s, struggles betw een 
the guilds and the middle m erchants and the tow n councils 
ceased in  m any tow n centres for a long tim e to come. In  the

31 Ibidem.
32 G. S c h ra m m , Problem reformacji w Warszawie . . . ,  p. 562.
33 J. T a z b ir ,  Społeczeństwo wobec reformacji [Polish Society and 

the Reformation], in : Polska w epoce odrodzenia, Warszawa 1970 p. 215.
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second half of the 16th cen tury  m ore serious disturbances among 
the u rban  poor also did not occur. This was the resu lt of various 
factors such as a relative p rosperity  of m any Polish towns 
connected w ith  an  economic boom and favourable for Poland’s 
term s of trade  which was felt to a certain  ex ten t by  all groups 
of the tow ns’ inhabitants, and  of a weak developm ent of the 
elem ents of early  capitalism  which elsew here a t th a t tim e 
sharpened  the class struggle and  antagonism s w ith in  the town 
population. The intensification of social conflicts and a new 
wave of m ovem ents both  of the u rb an  poor and  the m iddle class 
was to occur in Polish towns in the following “crisis” century, 
w hen the unfavourable fate  of the Reform ation was already 
decided not only in the towns.

In order to obtain a fu ll picture of the situation it would seem, 
however, th a t one cannot omit a group of psychological fact­
ors. U ntil now scholares did not often take these factors into 
consideration since the studies on “states of m ind” and  so-called 
history  of social m enta lity  in general are ra th e r a novelty  and 
have been developing, especially in Poland, only recently . Here 
the question of the education of the tow n population would 
be a fundam ental one ; already L. Febvre stressed tha t the 
Reform ation could not develop in a m ilieu deprived of “a high 
in tellectual civilization” .34 L iteracy m ust have been particu larly  
im portan t since individual study  of the Bible p layed a basic role 
in  the P ro testan t Church. According to P e ter C lark and P eter 
Slack literacy in England during the 17th cen tu ry  am ounted to 
m ore th an  60 per cent in provincial towns and  about 75 per 
cent in London.35 F rench scholar E. Le Roy Ladurie estim ates 
the  literacy  among the F rench  burghers a t the  end of the 16th 
cen tu ry  a t abou t 90 per cent36 which seems to be fa r  too opti­
mistic. The Ita lian  (or ra th e r  Am erican) scholar C. M. Cipolla

34 A New Kind of History. From the Writings of Lucien Febvre, edited 
by Peter B u rk e , London 1973, p. 115.

35 P. C la rk , P. S la c k , English Towns in Transition 1500-1700, 
London 1976, pp. 73, 153. See also L. S to n e , Literacy and Education in 
England 1640 - 1900, “Past and Present,” vol. XLII, 1969 and R. S c h o ­
f ie ld ,  The Measurement of Literacy in Pre-Industrial England, in : Liter­
acy in Traditional Societies, ed. J. G oody , Cambridge 1968.

36 E. Le R oy L a d u r ie ,  Les paysans de Languedoc, Paris 1966, 
p. 321.
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believes th a t the average literacy for the 16th cen tu ry  in W estern 
countries should be estim ated a t m ore th an  50 per cent of the 
tow ns’ population.37 It m eans b e tte r  conditions and a more 
developed cu lture than  we perceive in the Polish towns in this 
tim e.

L atest research shows enorm ous disproportions in this sphere 
among the  Polish urban  population. For exam ple, in  the towns 
of L ittle  Poland, a t the close of the 16th century , the ability  to 
both  read  and  w rite  characterized around  70 per cent of the 
patric ia te  while among the m iddle burghers about 40 per cent, 
and  the  poor— only 8 per cent.38 This m eans th a t only the more 
prosperous burghers participated  in an anim ated in tellectual life 
of P o land’s “Golden Age” as a resu lt of a ttending  outstanding 
academ ic secondary schools of the period (the schools in the 
cities of Gdańsk, Toruń and Elbląg which won the w ell-deserved 
titles of “Academies” achieved a particu larly  high level), of 
studying  in  Polish and foreign universities and  travelling  abroad 
extensively. Thus, only the “upper” s tra ta  of the tow n population 
was in te llectually  fu lly  p repared  to receive the Reform ation and 
it was th ey  who introduced it in the Polish towns during the 
second half of the 16th century. This coincided w ith the fact 
th a t anti-clericalism , the feeling which could bring the illiterate  
bu rgher to  the new  creed—was in  Poland m ost strongly  devel­
oped among the gen try  bu t in tow ns various positive resu lts 
of the ac tiv ity  of the clergy prevailed (the organization of 
hospitals, schools, charity  work, etc.). A nti-clerical propaganda 
and  lite ra tu re  was not as developed in Poland during the 14th 
and 15th centuries as it was in  England ; a trend  of an ti-cleri­
calism did exist bu t we had neither L angland nor Chaucer 
a lthough the  life of the Polish clergy furn ished  m any causes for

37 C. M. C ip o l l a, Literacy and Development in the West, London 
1969, 50 pp. See also R. E n g e ls in g ,  Analphabetentum und Lektüre. 
Zur Sozial Geschichte des Lesens in Deutschland zwischen feudaler und 
industrieller Gesellschaft, Stuttgart 1973.

38 W. U rb  an, Umiejętność pisania w Małopolsce w drugiej połowie 
XVI wieku [Knowledge of Writing in Little Poland in the Second Half 
of the 16th Century], “Przegląd Historyczny,” vol. LXVIII, 1977, No. 2, 
p. 251.
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reproach.39 It also seems th a t in Polish towns, beginning w ith  
the 15th century, conflicts w ith  the gen try  played a m uch 
m ore im portan t role th an  the collisions w ith the clergy ; the 
struggle betw een the gen try  and the burghers thus overshadow ed 
the conflict w ith the Catholic clergy which played such an  im ­
p ortan t role in the developm ent of the  Reform ation in  G erm any 
and in  England. The strongest anti-clerical feelings appeared  
in the tow ns of Royal Prussia which, due to their strong  econo­
mic and legal position, did not feel the aggressiveness of the  
gentry . A nticlericalism  in Poland was m ainly of a peasan t and  
gen try  character (controversies over tithes) while in  the  tow ns 
it lacked a sufficient basis, if only because the u rban  clergy and  
m onks had to observe appearances more. It seems th a t the 
country  parsons could perm it them selves m ore easily to keep 
young and  p re tty  housekeepers while in the  towns a g rea t dis­
cipline was observed as the sad events from  the life of old 
Copernicus had proved.40 The excesses com m itted by the church 
dignitaries (for exam ple the legendary  conduct of Bishop 
G am rat) were w ell-know n ra th e r in  the court and g en try  circles 
and, a t any rate, they  gave rise m ore to an tim agnate th an  to 
anti-clerical feelings ; bu t the burghers were not in te rested  in 
a struggle w ith  the m agnates. One also should not forget th a t 
in conditions w hen for the burgher any  secular career was 
difficult to attain , a church career appeared frequen tly  to be 
the only path  tow ards desired social advancem ent.

R eform ation in W estern Europe was closely connected w ith  
a nobilitation of tow n professions which in Poland w ere still 
trea ted  w ith  disdain ; this a ttitude  was reflected  in the  works 
of the m ost outstanding gen try  w riters of the 16th cen tu ry  (Rej, 
Orzechowski). The burghers them selves did not take pride in 
their professions, they dem anded to be portrayed  on fam ily  
gravestones in arm our (Seweryn Boner and  his fam ous sepulchre 
in  the Church of O ur Lady in Cracow) and  m anufactu red  for

39 Cf. J. T a z b ir ,  Znaczenie obyczajów kleru dla rozwoju i upadku 
-polskiej reformacji [The Role of the Moral Conduct of the Clergy for the
Development and Decline of the Polish Reformation], “Odrodzenie i Refor­
macja w Polsce,” vol. VIII, 1963, p. 91 sqq.

40 J. S ik o r s k i ,  Mikołaj Kopernik na Warmii [Nicolaus Copernicus 
in the Region of Warmia], Olsztyn 1968, pp. 109 - 112.
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them selves kn igh tly  genealogies. To praise work, th riftiness or 
a productive and  not consum ptive w ay of life was a lien  to the 
ideology not only of the gen try  bu t also of the  m ajo rity  of the 
burghers. Isolated  voices of progressive au thors (Frycz-M o- 
drzewski, R ozdzieński) could not change this image. A lready in 
the 16th cen tu ry  the Polish burghers, w ith  bu t a few  exceptions, 
found them selves under the  influence of models and ideals spread 
among those “of gentle b irth ” ; by the use of a ll m eans they  
strove to en te r into th a t group. The h ierarchy  of values valid 
in the  Polish towns re fe rred  e ither to the M iddle Ages (egalita­
rian  tendencies, the trea tm en t, a t least in theory, of the  entire  
life on e a rth  as a preparation  for a be tte r existence a fte r  death 
through ascetism  and contem pt for m ateria l prosperity) or it 
was an adap tation  of values prom oted by the gen try  (disdain for 
comm erce and  artisanship, an idealization of the sty le  of life 
typical for the  gentry). This was linked w ith  a recognition of 
land as the  h ighest value, a characteristic  tra it of the m enta lity  
of an  ag rarian  society w ith a predom inance of landow ning gentry. 
“The land w ill rem ain bu t we shall die” said the W arsaw  pa­
tric ian  M ichael Fukier in the au tum n of 1618, to his colleague 
A lexander Giza, who la ter com plained in  court : “A nd he plowed 
up some fields of m y land  and  added it to  his own” .41 This 
anecdotic fragm ent from  W arsaw court acts illu s tra tes  the 
principal tra i t  of the m en ta lity  of the Polish burghers of th a t 
period. The new  social group— the m odern bourgeoisie in  W estern 
Europe— em erged a lready  in  the 15th century , participated  in 
large trade, navigation and  geographical discoveries, invested 
large capital in the developm ent of m anufactures an d  gained 
profits from  all these undertak ings w hich dem anded a w illingness 
to take risks. This m odern W estern  bourgeoisie needed a new 
and  bold religion to supply i t  in  its risky  undertak ings w ith  an  
ideological support.42 The Polish burghers, on the o ther hand,

41 Archiwum Główne Akt Dawnych w Warszawie, Stara Warszawa 
[The Central Archives of Old Acts in Warsaw, The Old Warsaw Section], 
545, p. 117.

42 Cf. M. N erl i c h ,  Kritik der Abenteuer-Ideologie. Beitrag zur
Erforschung der bürgerlichen Bewusstseinsbildung 1100- 1750, Bd. I - I I ,
Berlin 1977.
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did not seek or need such a religion ; they  were apathetic, 
conservative and showed little  initiative; they  gazed upon their 
own fading greatness and  did not even a ttem p t to struggle for 
a b e tte r place in society. They were unable to create a social 
so lidarity  which would counterbalance the local in terests of 
the individual towns. Such a solidarity  was achieved only from  
tim e to tim e by the towns of Royal P russia despite the fact 
th a t they  also conducted among them selves sharp competition, 
especially Gdańsk w ith Elbląg and Toruń. Perhaps the lack of 
larger and united  economic actions which in England or in 
the N etherlands took the form  of colonization enterprises, over­
seas expeditions and the activ ity  of great trad ing  companies, 
was of decisive significance. In  Poland trad ing  companies, as 
a rule, did not ex tend  beyond one tow n ; perhaps only Gdańsk 
was an exception w ith its num erous G dańsk-D utch companies, 
bu t they also generally  w ere based on agency rights and  not 
equal partnersh ip . Foreign trade and navigation w ere dom inated 
by Gdańsk and foreign m erchants who did not perm it the  in ­
habitan ts of the m ajority  of Polish towns to be active in  this 
field ; this policy enjoyed the support of the gentry. The Seym 
constitutions of 1565 forbade Polish m erchants to engage in 
foreign trade or to travel abroad. Thus the political and social 
passivity  of the Polish burghers in the 16th century  was m atched 
by deepening economic stagnation in the towns. This was how ­
ever a broader phenom enon which certain ly  expanded beyond 
the towns although it was there th a t it occurred especially sharp ­
ly. P articu la rly  from  the end  of the 16th cen tu ry  the en tire  
Polish economy, enclosed w ith in  the narrow  borders of the  
m anor farm , became ever m ore passive and  strongly character­
ized by a conservative quietism , which expressed itself, am ong 
other things, in a general conviction th a t it was the “foreigners” 
who needed greatly  Polish grain  and should come for it.43 Only 
an extrem e danger (the Turks, Cossacks and  Swedes in  the  
17th century) could aw aken such a society to some m ilita ry

48 C. C z u b e k , Pisma polityczne z czasów pierwszego bezkrólewia 
[Political Writings from the Times of the First Interregnum], Kraków 1906, 
p. 422.
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effort ; while, on the other hand, all social and political or 
economic activities for any im provem ent or sim ply for a change 
cannot bu t fail. This was probably the reason w hy a struggle 
for the “Reform of the Com m onwealth” and  even the gen try  
Reform ation died down so quickly ; quietism , typical of agrarian  
societies was here of great significance, it enabled the victory 
of the Counter-Reform ation which m eant a re tu rn  to the old, 
facile forms of worship which appealed more to the im agination 
and  emotions than  to the intellect and elim inated the risk con­
nected w ith the search for new expressions of piety. Thus an 
unw illingness to undertake an economic risk, to introduce more 
progressive, m odern m ethods in  production and commerce had 
to be linked w ith  a reluctance tow ards changes in the sphere 
of religion, i.e. w ith religious conservatism .

To sum up : the Reform ation had  various aspects and was 
linked w ith equally  various political, social, economic and psy­
chological needs which appeared in the 16th century . The situ­
ation and characteristic tra its  of the Polish bourgeoisie in this 
period made it impossible, however, for th is m ovem ent to become 
more deeply enrooted in the u rban  m ilieu. In Poland the 
Reform ation, as a form of political struggle and an instrum ent 
of competition for power, became the monopoly of the gentry . 
Polish towns relegated to the sidelines of political life, did not 
participate in  the struggle for the “Reform  of the Common­
w ealth”, which flared  up in the 16th century . Even the gentry, 
once the struggle for “Reform ” died down, put aside arm s sup­
plied by the Reform ation and re tu rned  en masse to the fold of 
Catholicism and, as if w ith certain  relief, to the old, com pre­
hensible, w ell-know n and facile form s of piety  offered by the 
Catholic Church. The Reform ation could have been, as was the 
case in m any W ester European countries (the N etherlands, p a rt­
ly England), a form  of a social, political, economic and even 
m ental overturn , bu t the Polish towns w ere not m ature  enough 
for it. As a resu lt and a t the same tim e as a catalysis of new 
m ental a ttitudes connected w ith  transform ations in the sphere 
of political, social and economic relations, the Reform ation 
proved to be alien to the Polish burghers. The victory of the Re-
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form ation in  the towns of Royal Prussia, a t a d ifferen t level of 
developm ent and in  a legal and social situation which differed 
from  other towns of the  Polish Commonwealth, only confirm s 
the  rem arks presented above.

(Translated by Aleksandra Rodzińska)
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