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Tw o even t s tha t took place as far back as the fou r t een th cen tu ry u n d e r l a y the specific 

social a n d cu l tu ra l p h e n o m e n a in P o l a n d b e t w e e n t he s ix teen th a n d e i g h t e e n t h 

cen tu r ies . T h e f i rs t w a s t he ext inc t ion of t he roya l l ine of t he Piast d y n a s t y w i t h t he 

d e a t h of King C a s i m i r t he Grea t in 1370. C a s i m i r ' s successors n o l o n g e r h a d t he pos i 

t ion of h e r e d i t a r y m o n a r c h s , so in o r d e r to s t r e n g t h e n the i r ru l e t h e y w e r e c o m p e l l e d 

t o sol ic i t s u p p o r t f r o m t h e szlachta, a g r o u p e n c o m p a s s i n g t h e n o t i o n s of w e s t e r n 

n o b i l i t y a n d gen t ry . This poli t ical process , i n a u g u r a t e d in 1374 b y King Louis of 

A n j o u , r e s u l t e d in a ser ies of legis la t ive acts of 14961505 t ha t e n s u r e d t he g e n t r y fu l l 

pol i t i ca l p o w e r a n d u n p r e c e d e n t e d e c o n o m i c a n d f iscal pr iv i l ege s . T h e p r o c e s s of 

f o r m a t i o n of a c o m m o n w e a l t h of t h e g e n t r y w a s so l i d i f i ed b y t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n of t h e 

p r i n c i p l e of t he f r ee elect ion of a king , a f t e r t he Jagiel lon d y n a s t y b e c a m e ext inct in 

1572. T h e n c e f o r t h e v e r y m e m b e r of t he Pol ish g e n t r y h a d t he r igh t no t on ly to c h o o s e 

his k i n g b u t also to of fe r himself as a c a n d i d a t e for t he c r o w n . 

T h e s e c o n d even t of crucia l i m p o r t a n c e w a s t he m a r r i a g e of H e d v i g e of A n j o u , 

successor to t he Pol ish c r o w n , to Jagiello, g r a n d d u k e of Li thuan ia , in 1386, t h e r e b y 

c o n c l u d i n g a poli t ical u n i o n of t he t w o states . T h e h i the r to p a g a n Li thuan ia , a t r u e 

eas t e rn E u r o p e a n p o w e r , a w a r l i k e n e i g h b o r con t inua l ly a t t ack ing t he Pol ish f ron t i e r s , 

w a s t h u s to b e i n c o r p o r a t e d w i t h P o l a n d a n d Chr i s t i an i zed . T h e u n i o n w i t h Li thuan i a 

s w i t c h e d t he c o u n t r y ' s life to a n o t h e r t rack a n d d e t e r m i n e d its en t i re ly n e w poli t ical , 

economic , a n d cu l tu ra l prospec t s . 

Unti l t he m i d  f o u r t e e n t h cen tu ry Po land h a d b e e n a s ta te of m e d i u m size, nat iona l ly 

h o m o g e n e o u s , or ien ted w e s t w a r d in its cu l tu re a n d e c o n o m y . The eas te rn f ron t ie r of t he 

s ta te also m a r k e d the l imits of t he Latin Chr is t i an w o r l d , b e y o n d w h i c h lay O r t h o d o x 

Russia a n d p a g a n Li thuania . The in tens i ty of t he changes is bes t i l lustrated on the m a p . 

In 1300 Poland , still d i v i d e d in to provincia l principal i t ies , occup ied a r o u n d 200,000 

squa re ki lometers (77,000 squa re miles), b u t b y 1400 the ter r i tory of the Pol i shLi thuanian 

state h a d increased m o r e t han th ree t imes. 

T h e u n i o n w i t h Li thuan i a w a s t a n t a m o u n t to t u r n i n g a h o m o g e n e o u s n a t i o n in to 

a m u l t i n a t i o n a l s ta te a n d to c h a n g i n g P o l a n d ' s or i en t a t i on f r o m W e s t to East . Unt i l as 

la te a s t he e n d of t he e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y t he di rec t ion of t he c o u n t r y ' s d e v e l o p m e n t 

w a s d e t e r m i n e d b y t he i m m e n s i t y of its t e r r i to ry w i t h a p o p u l a t i o n of m i x e d na t iona l , 

re l ig ious , a n d cu l tu ra l charac te r a n d b y t he g r a d u a l l y i nc reas ing d o m i n a t i o n of t h e 

gen t ry . In t h e s e v e n t e e n t h a n d e i g h t e e n t h cen tu r i e s t he ci t izens of t h e C o m m o n w e a l t h 

w h o e n j o y e d f u l l r i g h t s w e r e c o n v i n c e d t h a t i ts po l i t i ca l s y s t e m w a s i d e a l a n d p e r 

m a n e n t . T h e g o v e r n m e n t w a s in t h e h a n d s of t h e g e n t r y e m b o d y i n g al l v i r t u e s , 

r e p r e s e n t i n g a u n i f o r m cu l tu ra l m o d e l b a s e d o n t he Jesui t e d u c a t i o n a l s y s t e m a n d 

d e e p l y p e r v a d e d w i t h b a r o q u e expres s ion in l a n g u a g e , l i t e ra ture , a n d art . C a t h o l i c i s m 

w i t h its d i f f e r e n t r i tes w a s a d o m i n a n t re l igion. T h o s e p r o f e s s i n g o t h e r re l ig ions w e r e 

to le ra ted , b u t Pro t e s t an t s w e r e s u s p e c t e d of s y m p a t h i z i n g w i t h host i le S w e d e n , w h i l e 

s o m e of t he O r t h o d o x g r o u p s w e r e m o r e a n d m o r e clear ly e x p o n e n t s of t h e pol i t ical 

in te res t s of Russia . T h e g o v e r n m e n t a l sys t em, a d v a n t a g e o u s to re la t ive ly n u m e r o u s 

classes of t he p o p u l a t i o n , w o r k e d as l ong as P o l a n d s u c c e e d e d in m a i n t a i n i n g m o r e or 

less p e a c e f u l re la t ions w i t h he r n e i g h b o r s a n d e n j o y e d e c o n o m i c p r o s p e r i t y . H o w e v e r , 

a r o u n d the m i d d l e of t h e s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y it p r o v e d v u l n e r a b l e to i n t e rna l cr ises 

a n d invas ions , a n d t he e n d of t he e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y s a w i ts f ina l b r e a k d o w n a n d t he 

loss of i n d e p e n d e n c e . 
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1. Augustyn Locci, Wilandw Palace, 1677-96, ex
tended by Giovanni Spazio and Johann Sigmund 
Deybel, 172233 

This suburban residence of King John III Sobieski 
was gradually developed from a modest manor 
house to a baroque palace. 

In the light of its historical experience, a severe judgment is generally passed on 
the legacy of the Polish Commonwealth. Nevertheless, this does not alter the fact that 
the social and religious specificity of Poland from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries 
left its strong stamp on the country's culture and art. It is mainly this specificity, and 
not the originality of stylistic solutions, that determines the individual character of its 
culture and art. 

Art of the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries in Poland, as in fact of almost 
everywhere in Europe at that time, constituted a decorative setting in various spheres 
of life, a means of social communication, and a determinant of prestige on a par with 
sumptuous costume or the number of servants. He who commissioned a work of art 
had the upper hand over the artist, who in most cases contented himself with the humble 
position of an artisan. The output of this time is best treated as a unique historical record, 
revealing longforgotten meanings and human attitudes. The gentry, a social class with 
numerous and affluent members, conscious of its distinct character, created an elaborate 
system of customs. This system embraced all spheres of life, regulating family, social, 
and political relations as well as economic activity and the way of waging war and, 
finally, a man's attitude toward transcendence, the manner of practicing religion, 
and forms of devotion. Some of these phenomena are best documented by contempo
raneous works of art. 

A member of the Polish gentry of this time, irrespective of his affluence or status in social 
hierarchy, spent most of his time in the countryside. The declining towns were an alien 
milieu for him, and the court of elected kings did not hold as much attraction for him 
as had the great courts of absolute monarchs. If he left his estate or the immediate 
neighborhood, it had to be for a clearly defined reason such as a military campaign, 
participation in the local assemblies of nobility, the Sejm, or a session of the Tribunal, 
the election of the new king, sale of grain in Gdansk, a pilgrimage to a holy place, or a 
family celebration. His attachment to his home and his own country was not necessarily 
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tantamount to backwardness or isolation, as the above-mentioned occasions afforded 
a good many contacts with the world, and a large proportion of the sons of the gentry 
were educated in various schools at home and abroad. 

The setting for a gentleman's life was his country residence. Its size and form were 
a direct function of his wealth and importance, but it was always the center of his land 
that constituted his basis of living. Until the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth cen
turies the residences of the magnate elite, the richest and most powerful members of 
the gentry, usually had a form derived from medieval castles, these being several
winged layouts with inner courtyards in a Renaissance or mannerist mantle. With the 
development of artillery the castle walls lost their function of the main line of defense. 
Therefore the seventeenth century saw the predominance of a new type of residence, 
a palace forming a compact block surrounded by bastion fortifications. Finally, in the 
eighteenth century open layouts on a horseshoe plan prevailed (fig. 1). Apart from 
some local differences, most magnates' residences represented the types well known 
in other central European countries, frequently of clear Italian or French provenance. 

Such a residence was a microcosm accommodating several hundred people, and 
with court troops, sometimes several thousand. The degree of its magnificence depended 
on the owner's affluence. Every castle or palace was filled with richly decorated 
weapons, precious vessels, and textiles brought from western Europe (Flemish and 
Dutch tapestries enjoying great popularity) and from the Islamic East. In the interiors 
decorative art usually took precedence over painting, although numerous inventories 
of palace picture galleries document several hundred paintings said to include works 
by great masters. The bestknown example of this kind is the eighteenthcentury gallery 
of the Rzewuski family at Podhorce, consisting of more than five hundred pictures (fig. 2). 
Close examination reveals that the early attributions to the masters were generally 
optimistic, since the paintings mentioned in the archives as works by Leonardo, 
Raphael, and Rembrandt are in most cases copies. A fully conscious practice of collecting 
pictures came with the Enlightenment in the second half of the eighteenth century. 

2. Podhorce Palace, Golden Room, c. 1640, redeco 
rated c. 1750 

T h e f a m o u s Koniecpolsk i later R z e w u s k i and San

g u s z k o palace in P o d h o r c e had b e e n the best pre

served Polish baroque res idence until World War [. 

This 1880 p h o t o g r a p h s h o w s o n e of the state rooms . 
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3. T y l m a n v a n G a m e r e n , Plan of a Wooden Manor 

House, c. 1670-80 . Unive r s i t y Library , W a r s a w 

D u r i n g t he s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y a g e o m e t r i c a l 

g r o u n d plan of Pal ladian villas w a s a d a p t e d to Polish 

resident ia l archi tec ture a n d fully incorpora ted into 

the Polish nat ional t radi t ion. 

Palaces of t he m a g n a t e s f o r m e d o n l y a sma l l p r o p o r t i o n of t he i n n u m e r a b l e Pol ish 

c o u n t r y h o u s e s , w h i l e t he par t i cu la r i t i e s of a g e n t l e m a n ' s life, r e l a t ing to e c o n o m y a n d 

c u s t o m s , w e r e m u c h m o r e m a r k e d l y re f lec ted o n l o w e r r u n g s of t h e social l a d d e r . T h e 

h o m e of a g e n t l e m a n , w h e t h e r a w e a l t h y o w n e r of vi l lages or a szarak w o r k i n g his f ield 

w i t h his h a n d s , w a s cal led a m a n o r h o u s e . Ini t ia l ly th is t e r m r e f e r r e d n o t o n l y to a 

d w e l l i n g p r o p e r b u t a l s o t o t h e e n t i r e h o m e s t e a d t h a t f u n c t i o n e d a s t h e c e n t e r of 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of t he l a n d e d estate. It is h a r d to t race the ear ly g e n e a l o g y of the Pol ish 

c o u n t r y r e s i d e n c e . S o m e m a s o n r y m a n o r h o u s e s t h a t c o n t i n u e t h e m e d i e v a l t y p e of 

d w e l l i n g t o w e r d a t e f r o m t h e s i x t e e n t h c e n t u r y . T h e y a r e u s u a l l y t w o - s t o r i e d a n d 

r e p r e s e n t a s i m p l e spa t ia l a r r a n g e m e n t of n o m o r e t h a n t w o or t h r e e r o o m s at each 

level. A s a ru l e t hey f u n c t i o n e d exclus ively as t he d w e l l i n g s of the prop r i e to r s ' fami l ies 

a n d , in t he e v e n t of t he t h rea t of a t tack , as t h e last b u l w a r k of d e f e n s e . T h e a c c o m m o 

d a t i o n for t he s e r v a n t s as wel l as t he ki tchens , ba th s , a n d s t o r e r o o m s w e r e loca ted in 

sepa ra t e , usua l l y w o o d e n bu i ld ings , t he w h o l e b u i l t  u p area be ing enc losed b y s i m p l e 

for t i f ica t ions cons is t ing of a pa l i s ade a n d poss ib ly an ea r then r a m p a r t a n d a m o a t . 

By t he b e g i n n i n g of the s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y t he p r o c e s s of i n t e g r a t i n g t he h i t h e r t o 

sca t t e red p a r t s of a m a n o r h o u s e w i t h i n a s ing le b u i l d i n g h a d c o m m e n c e d . This w a s 

c o n n e c t e d w i t h t he p a t r i a r c h a l l i fes tyle of t he l a n d e d p r o p r i e t o r ' s f ami ly , a d e s i r e fo r 

c o m f o r t , a n d r e l i n q u i s h m e n t of d e f e n s e s t ha t at least in t he cen t ra l r eg ions of t he c o u n 

t ry w e r e m a r k e d l y less n e e d e d . T h o s e s p a c i o u s m a n o r h o u s e s of t he n e w t y p e s e e m e d 

t o exhib i t a t echno log ica l se tback in c o m p a r i s o n w i t h a seve ra l  s to ry m a s o n r y Renais 

sance m a n o r . T h e y w e r e for t he m o s t p a r t bui l t of t imber , t he u p p e r s to ry u s u a l l y b e i n g 

u n u s e d excep t for less i m p o r t a n t r o o m s in t h e attic. T h e r e a s o n s for t he se p r e f e r e n c e s , 

e n s u i n g f r o m t h e e c o n o m i c a n d social real i t ies of t h e life of t he l a n d e d gen t ry , m a y b e 

f o u n d in c o n t e m p o r a r y wr i t i ngs . T h e m o d e l s of spa t ia l so lu t ions w e r e b o r r o w e d f r o m 

R e n a i s s a n c e a rch i t ec tu ra l t reat ises , a b o v e all f r o m Serlio a n d Pal lad io . T h e l a y o u t t ha t 

w o n t he grea tes t p o p u l a r i t y c o m p r i s e d an e n t r a n c e hal l o n a n axis w i t h s y m m e t r i c a l l y 

a r r a n g e d r o o m s o n e i the r s ide , e n s u r i n g the poss ib i l i ty of t h r e e to a d o z e n  o d d r o o m s 

w i t h i n a c o m p a c t r e c t a n g u l a r block, f r e q u e n t l y e n r i c h e d b y a n g l e a lcoves (fig. 3). In 

th is w a y t he typica l p l a n of a n o r t h e r n I ta l ian, Pa l l ad i an villa w a s i m p l e m e n t e d in 

coun t l e s s s t r u c t u r e s all ove r t he C o m m o n w e a l t h (fig. 4). G r a d u a l l y a d o p t e d b y ever 

w i d e r social g r o u p s , in the f irst half of t he t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y th is p l a n w a s still en

c o u n t e r e d in p e a s a n t h o u s e s in n u m e r o u s r eg ions of t h e c o u n t r y . 

Par t i cu l a r p a r t s of a m a n o r h o u s e d i f f e r e d f r o m o n e a n o t h e r in charac te r , each fu l 

f i l l ing i ts speci f ic f u n c t i o n . T h e in te r ior w a s d i v i d e d in to t he m e n ' s sect ion, w h i c h w a s 

o p e n , a s s i g n e d to rece iv ing gues t s , a n d t h e w o m e n ' s r o o m s , m o r e i n t ima te , i n t e n d e d 

for h o u s e w o r k a n d b r i n g i n g u p ch i ld ren . T h e f u r n i s h i n g s of t he r e s idence w e r e m o d 

est , th is f r e q u e n t l y c o n t r a s t i n g w i t h s u m p t u o u s c lo thes a n d mil i t a ry e q u i p m e n t . N o t 

un t i l t he e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y d o e s l i t e ra tu re r eco rd a qu ick evo lu t i on t o w a r d c o m f o r t or 

l u x u r y . T h e hal l w a s u s u a l l y h u n g w i t h w e a p o n s a n d t r o p h i e s of t he chase . T h e l a rges t 

a n d m o s t s ta te ly c h a m b e r w a s t h e d i n i n g r o o m , w h e r e m e a l s w e r e ea ten a n d m e e t i n g s 

he ld . It w a s a l m o s t obl iga tor i ly d e c o r a t e d w i t h f a m i l y por t ra i t s . T h e p la in w o o d e n 

wal l s e n c o u r a g e d the i r b e i n g c o v e r e d w i t h texti les s u c h as t apes t r i es , ca rpe t s , or o t h e r 

h a n g i n g s , th is b e i n g still gene ra l ly prac t i ced in Pol ish h o m e s t o d a y . T h e exter ior of 

m a n o r h o u s e s g r a d u a l l y a c q u i r e d b a r o q u e f e a t u r e s b o r r o w e d f r o m m o n u m e n t a l 

archi tec ture . In the neoclassical per iod its ob l iga to ry e l e m e n t w a s a c o l u m n e d por t ico , 

w h i c h b e c a m e a t r u ly e m b l e m a t i c m a r k of a m a n o r h o u s e . E v e n a f t e r t he Second Wor ld 
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War, in some regions such porticoes were still used to distinguish the houses of the 
minor gentry, treasuring its ancestry, from those of its peasant neighbors. 

A manor house, inhabited by several generations of a family and by numerous ser
vants, constituted a veritable microcosm of the country life of the gentry. Its advantages 
and attractions were praised at length in baroque literature, and in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries it was at the center of the myth of the golden age of the gentry. 
Until the Second World War the Polish intelligentsia, in a marked proportion descended 
from the impoverished gentry, did not stop dreaming about the return from the town 
to the country, from a small flat to a spacious manor house in which everyone and 
everything was in the right, t imehonored place. Financial success achieved by an 
industrialist, lawyer, writer, or artist was as a rule followed by the purchase of a country 
house in which the traditions of the landed gentry were consciously cultivated. Before 
the First World War and in the interwar period this nostalgia found expression in a 
widespread vogue for urban or suburban villas stylized as baroque or neoclassical 
manor houses. This in fact was not only a manifestation of a sentimental longing but 
also of a search for a "national" style in art, demanded by the national consciousness 
developed by romanticism. Quite unexpectedly this phenomenon has revived in the 
last few years, albeit devoid of the theoretical foundation that was so characteristic of 
the early twentieth century. Polish postmodernism again readily refers to the Old Polish 
manor house, seeing in it one of the sources of overcoming the vulgarity and monotony 
of architecture determined by modern technology alone. 

One of the most frequent occasions for a gentleman in the baroque period to come into 
contact with the visual arts was to commission a portrait of himself, of members of his 
family, or of his ancestors. However, the urge to create such pictures, except to some 
extent for graphic works, had nothing in common with the need for perpetuating a 
fleeting moment. In the baroque era a portrait was conceived as a monumental work 
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5 . Princes Sapieha Gallery of Family Portraits, f o r 

m e r l y i n t h e c h u r c h a t K o d e h , a f t e r a 1 9 t h  c e n t u r y 
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p o r t r a i t s w a s p a i n t e d i n a s h o r t p e r i o d c . 1 7 2 0 a n d 

o c c u p i e d a w a l l i n t h e f a m i l y c h a p e l . 
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expected to last forever as a document not only of the model's appearance but, in much 
greater measure, of his or her status and merit. It is probably not mere chance that in 
Polish writings of that epoch there are no descriptions of anyone sitting for a portrait, 
while they are so numerous in western European sources; on the other hand, there are 
references to the painting of portraits of the deceased both from nature, which was 
connected with the requirements of the funerary ceremonial, and on the basis of the 
earlier likenesses supplied to the artist as well as the relatives' instructions. This of 
course does not mean that no importance was attached to facial resemblance. On the 
contrary, one of the primary qualities of Old Polish portraiture is its realism, at times 
even physiognomical verism, so remote from the idealizing manner adopted by most 
western artists. As important as the model's features was the social code, encompassing 
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the format of a canvas, the pose, as well as surroundings, costume, and attributes. 
Baroque portraits very often bear coats of arms and inscriptions (or at least the initials 
of the model's surname and office), facilitating identification and dating of the works 
of art. Following these conventions sufficed for portraying someone long dead whose 
features were not known to anyone. Numerous galleries of ancestors abound in 
"portraits" of this kind, mass-produced to adorn the hall of a magnate 's palace or the 
dining room of a manor house. Such painted genealogies, in which reliable docu
mentation mixed with fantasy and fiction, could number from a few paintings up to 
scores of them. Sometimes they were executed within a short period by order of one 
person, this being exemplified by the Sapieha gallery in the family chapel at Kodeh 
(fig. 5). The opposite tendency is represented by the gallery of the princes Radziwilt 
(fig. 6), which was built u p from the seventeenth through the twentieth centuries 
according to a consistently applied scheme of composition and ideas. 

Portraiture, treated as an important means of communication within a closeknit 
social group, generated a rich symbolic language that is largely forgotten today. With
out referring to contemporary sources, one would not understand that the bare arm of 
Hetman (commanderinchief) John Sobieski (not yet a king) in his equestrian portrait 
denotes his rank of officer (fig. 7), or that the atypical "Caucasian manner" of girding 

6. Elibieta Kiszka, born Princess Radzhoiti, 17001750 . 
A r t M u s e u m , M i n s k 

T h i s p o r t r a i t , w i t h o v a l l au re l f r a m e , h e r a l d i c e a g l e , 

a n d i n s c r i p t i o n s , b e l o n g s to t h e P r i n c e s R a d z i w i l t 

ga l l e ry , w h i c h w a s bu i l t a f t e r a u n i f o r m p a t t e r n 

f r o m t h e 17th to t h e 20th c e n t u r i e s . 

7. Hetman Jan Sobieski (the Future King joint 111), c. 

1670. P a l a c e M u s e u m , W i l a n o w 

A b a r e a r m w a s a t radi t ional dis t inc t ion of a n officer . 

Thi s p o r t r a i t is a r a r e d o c u m e n t of th i s a l m o s t fo r 

g o t t e n c u s t o m . 
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o n H e t m a n W a c l a w R z e w u s k i ' s saber (fig. 8) a l l udes to his par t ic ipa t ion in t he C o n f e d 

e ra t ion of R a d o m in 1767, w h i c h c a u s e d his d e p o r t a t i o n to Russ ia a n d , in consequence , 

b e c a m e his cla im to glory as a patr io t ic mar t y r . 

P o r t r a i t s in t h e c lass ica l s e n s e of t h e w o r d , t h a t is c r e a t e d e x c l u s i v e l y f o r a 

c o m m e m o r a t i v e  d e c o r a t i v e p u r p o s e , a r e p r o b a b l y n o t t h e m o s t n u m e r o u s a n d 

s u r e l y n o t t h e m o s t or ig ina l o n e s a m o n g t h e e x t a n t O l d Pol i sh l ikenesses . T h e v a s t 

m a j o r i t y of s ix t een th cen tu ry i m a g e s of Poles a re no t p a i n t i n g s b u t t o m b scu lp tu res . 

T h e sepu lch ra l m o n u m e n t to King S i g i s m u n d t he Old in his f u n e r a r y chape l at C r a c o w 

C a t h e d r a l , execu ted b e t w e e n 1529 a n d 1531, i n a u g u r a t e d t he t y p e of t o m b t ha t w a s to 

b e imi t a t ed in h u n d r e d s of m e m o r i a l s un t i l as late as t he m i d  s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y . In 

t h e m t h e d e c e a s e d a r e a s a r u l e r e p r e s e n t e d r e c l i n i n g a s if in s l u m b e r , c lad in f u l l 

p l a t e a r m o r . In t h e r e i g n of S i g i s m u n d t h e O l d t h i s k i n d of a r m o r w a s st i l l i n u s e , 

b u t u n d o u b t e d l y s u c h cos t ly a n d , w i t h t i m e , l e ss u s e f u l g e a r w a s n o t w o r n b y all 

of t h o s e k n i g h t s s l e e p i n g o n t h e t o m b s in P o l i s h c h u r c h e s (f ig. 9). T h a t it f u n c t i o n e d 

a s a n a t t r i b u t e of a k n i g h t i d e n t i f i e d w i t h a Miles Christianas, a n d a n a t t r i b u t e 

c lo se ly c o n n e c t e d w i t h a t o m b a t t h a t , is b e s t i l l u s t r a t e d b y t h e fac t t h a t at t h e s a m e 

t i m e p a i n t e d p o r t r a i t s p r o d u c e d fo r t h e s a m e c l i en t e l e f o l l o w e d e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t 

c o n v e n t i o n s . 

A charac te r i s t ic t y p e of O l d Pol ish por t r a i t e v o l v e d in t he s e c o n d half of t he six

t een th c e n t u r y , of la ter or ig in t h a n t he t y p e of m e m o r i a l w i t h a n a r m o r e d ef f igy b u t in 

t he p e r i o d w h e n t h e la t ter w a s still v e r y p o p u l a r . A l t h o u g h m o s t p a i n t e d p o r t r a i t s 

w e r e also s t r o n g l y c o n v e n t i o n a l i z e d , fo r a b o u t a h u n d r e d y e a r s a r m o r a p p e a r e d in 

t h e m o n l y sporad ica l ly , m a i n l y in roya l l ikenesses a n d in a r c h a i z e d o n e s of l o n g  d e a d 

ances to r s . It d o e s n o t m e a n t ha t in t h o s e p o r t r a i t s m e m b e r s of t he g e n t r y r e l i n q u i s h e d 

h e r o i z a t i o n or e m p h a s i s o n t he i r k n i g h t h o o d . T h i s ro l e w a s p l a y e d b y t he s abe r , a n 

i n s e p a r a b l e acces so ry , b y s igns of mil i ta ry r a n k such as d i f fe ren t k i n d s of w a r maces , 

a n d by a nat ional c o s t u m e t rea ted as a k ind of mil i ta ry u n i f o r m . Especial ly grea t impor 

tance w a s a t t ached to this last associat ion. The na t iona l g a r b w a s obl iga to ry for h e t m a n s , 

t h e p o w e r of i ts mil i t a ry pa t r io t i c c o n n o t a t i o n s b e i n g e v i d e n c e d b y a n e p i s o d e f r o m 

t h e C o s s a c k w a r of 1649. D u r i n g the ba t t l e of Z b o r o w , King John Cas imi r , w h o u s u a l l y 

f o l l o w e d a f o r e i g n f a sh ion , d r e s s e d u p in Pol ish c o s t u m e , t ry ing w i t h th is g e s t u r e of 

so l ida r i ty to s t o p t he p a n i c tha t s p r e a d in t he a r m y . 

T h e s i tua t ion d id not c h a n g e unt i l the last q u a r t e r of the s e v e n t e e n t h cen tu ry . In tha t 

per iod a r m o r a p p e a r e d in t o m b s c u l p t u r e on ly occasional ly, w h e r e a s it mater ia l i zed 
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8. Hetmcm Wactaw Rzewuski, 1 7 7 3 - 7 4 . N a t i o n a l 
M u s e u m , W a r s a w 

The paint ing is c o m p o s e d a l m o s t exc lus ive ly of 

i conographic concepts po int ing to the high rank 

a n d p r e t e n d e d patriot ic mer i t s of t h e h e t m a n . 

Rzewusk i ' s national dress is the u n i f o r m of the 

Order of the White Eagle. The w a r mace , the arms, 

and the tents in the background stress his funct ion 

of a military c o m m a n d e r . The u n u s u a l "Caucasian" 

w a y of h a n g i n g his saber is an a l lus ion to his role in 

the R a d o m confederat ion of 1767, a n d his beard, 

anachronist ic at that t ime, recalls his suf fer ing in a 

Russian prison. 

9. H a n u s Pfister, Sarcophagus of Mikolaj Sieniaivski 
(d. 1636). W a w e l Royal Castle , C r a c o w 

T h e t y p e of a l y ing t o m b f igure in a s l e e p i n g atti

tude , set a b o u t 1530 by B a r t o l o m e o Berrecci, w a s 

repeated in h u n d r e d s of i m i t a t i o n s for a b o u t 100 

years . The s a m e s o l u t i o n w a s u s e d in this u n u s u a l 

tin s a r c o p h a g u s . M o s t s u c h s l e e p i n g warriors had 

probably never u s e d the anachronist ic plate armor, 

w h i c h rather played the role of a traditional at

tribute of a nobleman. 

10. T y l m a n v a n Gameren, Design for Princess Cryzelda 

Wisniowiecka's atttmm doloris, 1672. University Library, 
Warsaw 

The f inest artists w e r e c o m m i s s i o n e d to d e s i g n 

and m a k e d e c o r a t i o n s for funeral c e r e m o n i e s . T h e 

d e s i g n s h o w s prec i se ly the place of a c o f f i n por

trait in the c o m p o s i t i o n of a castrum doloris. 

with an increasing frequency in portraiture, attaining its apogee in the eighteenth 
century. Considering the fact that in the majority of cases the models wore western 
European plate armor, which had gone out of use about a hundred years before at 
the least, one can appraise the power of convention and the scale of demand for a 
fiction confirming the knightly status of the gentry, the more so as in that period 
Poland was a country almost completely demilitarized. 

In addition to recumbent figures, sepulchral art created a good many other types 
of portraits of the deceased, painted and sculptured. Most have their counterparts in 
other countries, but two types are specific to Poland. One is the coffin portrait, which 
was fixed to a shorter side of the coffin itself and therefore well seen by all participants 
in the funeral (fig. 10 and cats. 99, 100, 102). After the ceremony these portraits were 
hung in churches, occasionally being set in stone or wooden epitaph tablets. The function 
of such a portrait determined its form. It was usually painted on a hexagonal or octagonal 
metal plate. The rendering was reduced to a bust or head, great emphasis being laid on 
the poignant realism of the physiognomy, which produced the effect of the physical 
presence of the person during the obsequies. At the same time the defunct represented 
by a portrait was the addressee of panegyric rhetoric, an obligatory element of the cer
emony. Researchers see the origins of coffin portraiture in the 1586 likeness of Stephen 
Batory, painted on a metal plate which, however, was not yet of the characteristic shape. 
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A coffin portrait attained its classical form in the seventeenth century, its latest reliably 
dated example being from 1814. The functional and formal origins of coffin portraiture 
have not been fully elucidated. This type of portrait is known exclusively from the territory 
of the Polish Commonwealth, where it was used in all Christian rites. It is worth noting the 
readiness with which this typical Polish custom was adopted by immigrants, as is 
evidenced by numerous coffin portraits of people bearing foreign names. 

Similar customs and traditions lay at the origin of tomb banners (fig. 11). Their 
main element was the painted likeness of a deceased person, usually represented in the 
pose of an orant, in principle not unlike portraits in epitaphs or votive pictures of other 
types. Additionally, such banners carried devotional representations, knightly attributes, 
armorial bearings, and inscriptions. Most banners were made of purple damask, 
emblematic of the blood shed for the faith and mother country. It was chiefly soldiers 
who were entitled to banners of this kind, although there are also examples of their 
being made for clergymen, women, or even children. They were perhaps used during 
funeral ceremonies but were primarily intended as specific knightly epitaphs to be 
hung in a church. At times they replaced tombs of durable material or were sus
pended next to stone monuments . In some cases they were accompanied by suits of 
armor and other elements of military equipment belonging to the deceased. The first 
dependable references to tomb banners date from the early sixteenth century, and 
the last example from the heartland of Poland is dedicated to a gentleman who died 
in 1681. The abandonment of this original custom may have been connected with 
the unfavorable att i tude of the CounterReformation Church toward the presence of 
secular elements inside sacred buildings. 

It is evident from various sources that in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
hundreds or perhaps even thousands of tomb banners hung in Polish churches. 
Owing to their fragility only a dozenodd objects have survived, for the most part in a 

_ . _ , . _ . . . . . , , „ . . poor state of preservation. In this case, too, there is every indication that the idea of a 
11. Tomb Banner of }an Daatynsh (a. 1643). Parish r r J 

Church, N o w e Miasto Lubawskie specific knightly monument in the form of a banner was conceived in Poland. From 
This huge banner is a kind of funeral m o n u m e n t , there it probably found its way to some neighboring territories, as such banners are 
considered as particularly suitable for a soldier and k n Q w n from g • ^ v a n d m t h o s g j b o t h b e l o n g i n g t o Hungary, as well 
in the 17th century very popular in Poland. 

as from Silesia and above all from East Prussia. The Prussian nobility, descendants of 
the Teutonic Knights, maintaining close relations with Poland, generally adopted the 
custom of making tomb banners and seem to have practiced it for another fifty years 
or so after it had died out in Poland. However, the pragmatic Germans replaced silk 
with the incomparably more durable copper plate. 

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were the period of triumphant Catholicism 
in the Polish Commonwealth. Baroque piety, usually more ostentatious than spiritually 
or intellectually profound, gave rise to a multitude of splendid religious foundations, on 
the one hand treated as a means of meriting eternal life and on the other as a determi
nant of worldly prestige (fig. 12). While every place except for the largest towns had one 
parish church, the number of monasteries was as a rule unlimited. Hence the two cen
turies witnessed innumerable foundings of monasteries. Some magnate families were 
patrons of particular orders, endowing a dozen or more of these institutions. Surprisingly, 
monumental structures were also established by persons of high social and financial 
standing but far below the narrow elite. These facts give some idea of the scale of 
the accumulation of wealth in the hands of a relatively small group, at the same time 
clearly attesting to that group's preferences in managing their financial surpluses. 
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A d e s i r e to c o m m e m o r a t e t he f o u n d e r s of c h u r c h e s led to v a r i o u s in i t ia t ives of 

s y m b o l i c charac te r , in s o m e of w h i c h a n o s t e n t a t i o u s Chr i s t i an h u m i l i t y w a s a c c o m 

p a n i e d b y r i sky b a r o q u e c o n c e p t s a n d u n b r i d l e d pr ide . Micha l K a z i m i e r z Pac, w h o 

d i e d in 1682, o r d e r e d t ha t his b o d y b e b u r i e d u n d e r t he t h r e s h o l d of t he C h u r c h of 

Sain t s Pete r a n d Paul , f o u n d e d b y h i m in Viln ius (Wilno), b u t o n t he f a c a d e h a d a l m o s t 

b l a s p h e m o u s w o r d s p laced , jo in ing t he f ami ly n a m e w i t h the titles of t he Virgin M a r y 

("Regina pads fiinda nos in pace"). T h e f o u n d e r s ' coa ts of a r m s o n t he f acades , por ta l s , 

a n d v a u l t s w e r e prac t ica l ly a ru le , b u t t he Potocki f a m i l y w e n t so fa r as to g ive t he f o r m 

of t he i r a r m o r i a l s ign to t h e c r o s s e s c r o w n i n g c h u r c h e s . Simi l a r ly , B i s h o p A n d r z e j 

S t a n i s l a w Z a f u s k i p laced a l amb , his f a m i l y ' s hera ld ic f igure , at t he t o p of his chape l 

in C r a c o w C a t h e d r a l (fig. 13). T h e r e is e v e n a c h u r c h bui l t o n a p l a n r e s e m b l i n g a n 

a r r o w , t he chief motif of t he a r m s of the Kal inowsk i fami ly . 

In the s e v e n t e e n t h a n d e i g h t e e n t h cen tu r i e s Pol ish c h u r c h a rch i t ec tu r e w a s t y p o 

logical ly a n d styl is t ical ly c o n n e c t e d w i t h the a r t of Italy a n d t he c o u n t r i e s of t he H o l y 

R o m a n Empi re . A clear ly local c u s t o m w a s re f lec ted in the ex t r eme ly p o p u l a r t y p e of 

cent ra l , d o m e d c h a p e l  m a u s o l e u m d e r i v e d f r o m t he Rena i s sance S i g i s m u n d C h a p e l at 

t he C r a c o w C a t h e d r a l . 

T h e vic to ry of t he C o u n t e r  R e f o r m a t i o n b o r e f ru i t in t he f o r m of t he d e v e l o p m e n t 

of t he cult of the Virgin M a r y a n d the a p p e a r a n c e in t he s e v e n t e e n t h a n d e i g h t e e n t h 

cen tu r i es of d o z e n s of m i r a c u l o u s i m a g e s of the M o t h e r of G o d . T h e vene ra t i on of t hose 

12. C i r c l e of S a n t i G u c c i , The Myszkowski Family 

Burial Chapel, 160314. D o m i n i c a n C h u r c h , C r a c o w 

K i n g S i g i s m u n d ' s c h a p e l a t C r a c o w C a t h e d r a l , bu i l t 

b y B a r t o l o m e o B e r r e c c i i n 151733, w a s i m i t a t e d b y 

n o b l e f ami l i e s a n d p r o m i n e n t c l e r g y m e n fo r m o r e 

t h a n a c e n t u r y . T h e M y s z k o w s k i C h a p e l is a f i n e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Berrecc i ' s m o d e l in t h e m a n n e r i s t 

s ty l i s t i c l a n g u a g e . 

13. Top of the Dome, Chapel of Bishop Andrzej Sta-

nislaw Zaluski, C a t h e d r a l , C r a c o w , a f t e r 1758 

Thi s u n u s u a l motif l ias a d o u b l e m e a n i n g . T h e l a m b 

a l l u d e s t o t h e E u c h a r i s t a n d t h e A p o c a l y p s e b u t is 

a l so t h e f i g u r e of t h e b i s h o p ' s coa t of a r m s . 
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p ic tu res a n d of o the r ho ly i m a g e s f o u n d par t i cu la r express ion in their be ing a d o r n e d 

w i t h c r o w n s a n d in their total or par t ia l cove r ing w i t h shee t silver, f r e q u e n t l y g i lded , 

l av ish ly deco ra t ed w i t h relief a n d e n g r a v e d des igns , a n d s o m e t i m e s also w i t h jewels. 

The co rona t i on of a pic ture , sanc t ion ing its special cult , r equ i r ed p e r m i s s i o n f r o m the 

h ighes t C h u r c h au thor i t i e s a n d w a s a grea t re l ig ious c e r e m o n y a t t e n d e d by h u n d r e d s 

of c l e r g y m e n a n d t h o u s a n d s of the fa i thfu l . Such co rona t i ons took the f o r m of a b a r o q u e 

spectac le of seve ra l -days ' d u r a t i o n , w i t h a s p l e n d i d plas t ic a n d mus ica l set t ing, mil i ta ry 

escort , g u n salutes , a n d d i sp l ay of f i reworks . In m a n y cases t he c r o w n a d d e d to a p ic tu re 

w a s s i m p l y a n a t t r ibu te of the Virgin, to w h i c h she h a d been ent i t led in i c o n o g r a p h y 

since the M i d d l e Ages . The r e m a i n i n g silver a p p l i q u e e l e m e n t s on the pic tu res w e r e a 

k ind of vot ive of fe r ing f r o m the fa i th fu l in t h a n k s g i v i n g for d i v i n e favors . N u m e r o u s 

Polish cult images w o n p o p u l a r i t y in the f o r m r e semb l ing meta l reliefs, o w i n g to their 

si lver covers , whi le their pa in t ed layer r e m a i n e d pract ical ly u n k n o w n . This concerns , 

a m o n g others , the m i r a c u l o u s i m a g e of O u r L a d y of C z e s t o c h o w a (see cat. 73), w h o s e 

or ig ina l Byzant ine -Goth ic f o r m has been w i d e l y p o p u l a r i z e d on ly in t he last f e w 

decades . T h e or ig ins of the pract ice of d e c o r a t i n g p ic tu res w i t h meta l covers a re r a t h e r 

obscure . Sure ly t he insp i ra t ion p r o v i d e d by t he O r t h o d o x C h u r c h w a s not w i t h o u t 

s o m e b e a r i n g here , as its icons w e r e a d o r n e d in a s imi lar m a n n e r . Never the l e s s , this w a s 

no t a s i m p l e a d o p t i o n of the eas te rn c u s t o m . T h e covers a n d a p p l i q u e a d o r n m e n t s o n 

the Polish p ic tu res usua l l y consis t of n u m e r o u s e l e m e n t s tha t w e r e a d d e d to a p a i n t i n g 

at a later da te . In cont ras t , the meta l covers of O r t h o d o x icons w e r e w r o u g h t of o n e 

piece of meta l a n d w e r e f r e q u e n t l y m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n the p a i n t i n g itself, which 

m e r e l y filled the o p e n i n g s left in t h e m w i t h the faces a n d h a n d s of t he holy per sons . 

N e w k i n d s of c h u r c h services g a v e rise to art is t ic so lu t ions h i the r to u n k n o w n . In 

v a r i o u s places t h r o u g h o u t t he c o u n t r y the re s p r a n g m o n u m e n t a l c o m p l e x e s of C a l v a r y 

chape l s u s e d d u r i n g the mys te r i e s of t he Holy W e e k a n d d u r i n g s o m e M a r i a n feasts. A 

specif ic t y p e of al tar is connec t ed wi th the For ty H o u r s Devot ion . To the w i d e s p r e a d 

c u s t o m of h o l d i n g s o l e m n process ions s h o u l d b e asc r ibed t he d e v e l o p m e n t of the fere 

tory , a special k i n d of two s ided p ic tu re in a s u m p t u o u s f r a m e a d a p t e d to be ing carr ied 

by the f a i th fu l (cat. 76). T h e c u s t o m of ca r ry ing eff ig ies in process ions is k n o w n in all 

Cathol ic count r ies , a n d fere tor ies w i t h p ic tu res w e r e a n exclus ive Polish special ty . 

F u n e r a l s of m e m b e r s of t he social eli te w e r e a n o t h e r e x a m p l e of l i t u rgy a c c o m p a 

n ied b y a spec tac le w i t h a m a g n i f i c e n t art is t ic se t t ing . S o m e t i m e s p r e p a r e d for severa l 

m o n t h s , t h e y g a v e r ise to u n i q u e t y p e s of w o r k s of art , s o m e of w h i c h h a v e a l r e a d y 

b e e n m e n t i o n e d , a n d f r e q u e n t l y a c c o u n t e d fo r n e w ove ra l l a r r a n g e m e n t s of c h u r c h 

i n t e r io r s . I n t e n d e d in p r i n c i p l e a s e p h e m e r a l d e c o r a t i o n s , m a n y a t i m e t h e y l a s t ed fo r 

s e v e r a l d e c a d e s . T h e s e e x t a n t e l e m e n t s of t h e b a r o q u e pornpn funebris (cat. 103) a r e a 

g r e a t r a r i t y a n d a pr ice le s s d o c u m e n t of t he c u s t o m of a b y g o n e era . 

A m o n g t he m o s t i n t e res t ing art is t ic p h e n o m e n a in Old P o l a n d , excel lent ly i l lus

trat ing the nat ional and rel igious re la t ions that prevai led in it, shou ld be r anked a specific 

convergence of the archi tectural f o r m s a n d decora t ion of chu rches of di f fe ren t Chr i s t i an 

d e n o m i n a t i o n s t ha t took p lace d u r i n g the b a r o q u e p e r i o d , especia l ly in t he e i g h t e e n t h 

cen tu ry . T h e ar t of Pro t e s t an t c h u r c h e s pa r t i c ipa t ed in th is p r o c e s s to a re la t ive ly smal l 

degree , because as far back as the s ix teenth cen tu ry it h a d evo lved its o w n i conograph ic 

func t iona l c a n o n a n d w a s i m p e r v i o u s to in f luences of t he Cathol ic coun te ro f fens ive . 

Nonetheless , it is w o r t h not ing here the occurrence in Protes tant art of typical "Sarmat ian" 

p h e n o m e n a , such as coff in por t ra i t s a n d t o m b banne r s . T h e eas te rn C h u r c h w a s qu i t e a 



different case. Already in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries there existed a kind 
of osmosis between Byzantine-Ruthenian and western art. This is exemplified on the 
one hand by late-Gothic Orthodox churches in Lithuania (Synkowicze, Malomozejkow, 
Nowogrodek, Suprasl) and on the other by the paintings of Ruthenian artists, preserved 
to this day in Roman Catholic churches in Cracow, Lublin, Wislica, and Sandomierz. 
Orthodox icons frequently found their way to Catholic churches. These phenomena 
well reflect the mutual relations of the two religious and cultural formations. The Orthodox 
Church was ready to avail itself of western achievements in the domain of architecture, 
whereas it adhered strictly to its rigid canons in painting and the iconographic and func
tional structure of a church interior. The Catholics accepted without greater objections 
Orthodox painting, whose iconography did not contain any elements alien to them, 
while the form was seen as an expression of centuriesold tradition and spiritual quality. 
It was only as late as the second half of the sixteenth century that, on a wave of Counter
Reformation zeal, attempts, in fact futile, were made to ban the presence in churches of 
pictures painted by nonCatholics. 

Certain closer contacts inevitably resulted from the many years' coexistence of 
various religious communities that availed themselves of the services of the same 
artists. For instance, at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, an Italian 
architect, Paolo Dominici called the Roman, built in Lvov a Bernardine church and the 
Orthodox church of the Dormition of the Blessed Virgin, the latter also known as the 
Walachian church. In stylistic aspect the architecture of the two structures is similar, but 
their spatial arrangements are different, and the Orthodox character of the Walachian 
church is clearly indicated by its three domes. At the same time there began a process of 
loosening the canons of Orthodox painting and of its closer and closer resemblance to 
western art (see cat. 104). A vital role was played here by western European graphic 
patterns used by icon painters and by an increasing number of commissions that they 
accepted for secular paintings, above all for portraits, which required the ability to render 
individual facial features of a sitter and familiarity with the rules of rendering three
dimensional space. 

Although the 1596 union of the Churches warranted the preservation of the separate 
tradition of the eastern rite, with time it brought about profound changes in the art of the 
Greek Catholic Church. Its almost immediate consequence was that the Uniates were 
granted full civil rights in the towns governed by the Magdeburg Law. For artists this 
meant access to guilds and to a wider range of commissions, which accelerated the 
process of occidentalization of their art. However, no essential changes took place until 
the eighteenth century, the synod of the Greek Catholic Church held at Zamosc in 1720 
being considered an important moment in this respect. It was then that farreaching 
decisions were taken with the purpose of making the Uniate liturgy resemble the Latin 
rite, these being soon reflected in art. At the same time the integration of the two rites 
went so far as to secure for the Uniate Church a great number of generous founders 
among Roman Catholic magnates, while in the previous century it could count on them 
only sporadically. For an eighteenthcentury owner of vast estates a choice between the 
foundation of a Latin or a Greek Catholic church was an exclusively pragmatic decision 
connected with the pastoral needs of the local population. Thus prominent eighteenth
century Greek Catholic churches, such as Saint George's Cathedral in Lvov and the 
Basilian churches at Berezwecz (fig. 14) and Poczajow, rank among the outstanding 
achievements of the late baroque and rococo period in the Polish Commonwealth. In 
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14. Basilimi Church, Berezwecz , after 1753 

T h e a r c h i t e c t u r e of th i s c h u r c h , d e s t r o y e d by the 

S o v i e t a u t h o r i t i e s after W o r l d W a r II, is o n e of 

the h i g h e s t a c h i e v e m e n t s of the rococo . It c l o s e l y 

r e s e m b l e s Bavar ian e x a m p l e s a n d is a p r o m i n e n t 

i l lu s t ra t ion of the L a t i n i z a t i o n of G r e e k - C a t h o l i c 

r e l i g i o u s art in P o l a n d . 
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15. High Altar, Greek-Catholic Pokrova Church, c. 1765, 

Buczacz 

This example illustrates a perfect unification of the 

oriental iconostasis with the western altar. 

their graceful forms, sinuous elevations, and moldings that could easily be mistaken for 
the works of the Austrian or Bavarian baroque one can hardly discern any links with 
the tradition of eastern Christianity. 

Very important changes took place in the arrangement of the interiors of Greek 
Catholic churches. The iconostasis was reduced and modified to resemble a Roman 
Catholic retable (fig. 15). There appeared side altars, pulpits, and figural sculptures 
until then almost unknown in Orthodox churches. It is worth noting almost concurrent, 
seemingly similar phenomena in Russian architecture, this being connected with the 
occidentalization of all spheres of the country's life decreed by Peter the Great. However, 
the Orthodox churches in Russia took on a baroque mantle only, whereas the traditional 
spatial structure of the edifices and of all elements of the interior that were related 
with the cult remained unaltered. Incidentally, during the Orthodox "reconquest" in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that affected the eastern Polish territories captured 
by Russia and next by the Soviet Union, the specific elements of Greek Catholic art 
fell victim to an exceptionally brutal and systematic purge. 

The Armenian Church in Poland went even further in its integration with Roman 
Catholicism than did the Greek Catholic Church. The Armenians formed large commu
nities in the eastern regions of the Commonwealth as early as the fourteenth century. The 
credo of their Monophysite Church profoundly differs from both the Catholic and the 
Orthodox faiths; hence initially they kept their clearly distinct character, cultivating the 
artistic traditions of their faroff mother country. However, in 1630 the Armenian 
bishop of Lvov joined the union with the Roman Church. Although the Armenian 
ritual and liturgical language were retained, with time the union brought about a total 
assimilation of the Armenian minority, whose numerous representatives joined the 
ranks of the Polish gentry. The price that the Armenians paid for the union and their 
social rise was a gradual decline of their language and of their cultural individuality. 
Among a dozenodd extant Armenian churches in the southeastern regions of the Polish 
Commonwealth, only the medieval Lvov Cathedral reveals features that are not found 
in Catholic church architecture. 

NonChristian communities held a vital position in the ethnic and cultural 
panorama of Old Poland. The most numerous among them were the Jews who had 
lived in the country since the early Middle Ages and who, with the passage of time, in
creased their proportional share in its population. Owing to doctrinal differences, it 
was impossible for Jewish and Christian religious art to come closer to each other. All 
the same, numerous, often splendid synagogues built in the Commonwealth followed 
the generally prevailing stylistic canons and frequently included elements typical of 
Polish architecture, such as, for instance, decorative parapets. On the other hand, in a 
country constantly short of qualified specialists, religious or national prejudices 
yielded to practical solutions, Jewish goldsmiths or casters being entrusted with the 
execution not only of articles of daily use but also of liturgical objects. Moreover, in the 
eighteenth century there appeared a Jewish engraver who accepted commissions for 
works in the field of Catholic iconography and painters of Jewish descent who covered 
church interiors with late baroque frescoes. 
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16. Mosque, Kruszyniany, late 18th century 

M o d e s t w o o d e n m o s q u e s of the Polish Tatar Islamic 

c o m m u n i t y are astonishingly close to the churches 

from the neighboring vil lages. This e x a m p l e contains 

all external features of a church, inc luding a turret on 

the roof, corresponding to an ave-bell turret. 
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The Muslim population, living in the Tatar military colonies, was far less numerous 
and also culturally weaker than the Jews. Therefore, while a synagogue cannot be mis
taken for a church in Poland, the scarce and very modest mosques of the Polish Muslims 
hardly differ from wooden churches in the neighboring Christian villages (fig. 16). 

This essay presents only a brief overview of the social and religious context of art in Old 
Poland. It is offered as a sociological key that might help to interpret Polish art and fa
cilitate the proper perception of the exhibition. The artistic heritage of Europe consists not 
solely of masterpieces and great names, but also of a multitude of works affording 
priceless testimony to history and customs. In a panorama of baroque art, works by 
Bernini, Rubens, and Rembrandt stand beside coffin portraits and banner epitaphs. 
Without recognition of the full complement of Polish artistic production, the picture of 
European late baroque architecture and sculpture would disregard the original 
phenomena of the cultural borderland of the Polish Commonwealth 's eastern regions 
and would therefore be incomplete. 
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