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The political system of Poland-Lithuania was exceptional in early modern 
Europe. Unlike in other European countries, where rulers tried to assert 
their absolute power, in Poland-Lithuania the monarchical system evolved 
towards a particular form of constitutional monarchy. The king did not 
enjoy full sovereignty, being subject to the privileges of the nobility, which 
constituted about ten percent of the entire society; a very high percentage 
compared to other countries. Nevertheless, both economic and cultural 
diversity were considerable within this social stratum. At the top were 
the magnates, particularly rich and powerful, able to influence the king’s 
policy. Then, there was a mass of middle-class nobility, strengthened by 
the achievements of the Executionist movement1 in the second half of 
the 16th century. The economic status of the nobility did not cause any 
differentiation from a jurisdictional point of view, but it often caused the 
development of patronage practices within the noble class. Besides, the 
so-called “noble democracy” was based mainly on the ideas of equality 
and tolerance. This reflected not only the political situation, but also the 
religious one. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was a state in which 
the Reformation achieved considerable success. It became an asylum for 
Protestants from all over Europe; moreover, numerous Orthodox Chri-
stians, Jews and Tatars inhabited its territories. A part of the Catholic 
episcopate even supported a radical project to break from the Holy See 
and create its own national church. The idea was to unify the state from 
a religious point of view and thus reach a compromise with both the new 
Protestant confessions and with the Orthodox Church. 

The free election of the king was a particularly distinctive element 
of the political system of the Polish Crown, from 1569, of Rzeczpospolita 
Obojga Narodów. This practice appeared after the extinction of the Piast 
dynasty and with the elevation of Władysław ii Jagiełło to the throne 
in 1386. A dubious legitimacy of the new dynasty imposed the succes-
sion based on the free choice of the nobility, rather than the right of 
inheritance. Nevertheless, in consideration of the praxis of succession 
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to the crown in the bosom of the Jagiellonian dynasty, the term of free 
election lacked clear definition and regulation. This was until the crisis 
caused by the childless death of Sigismund Augustus in July of 1572. The 
state, without a ruler, had to be organised in an extraordinary way and, 
concomitantly, special juridical and religious regulations were needed. 
Differently from the Holy Roman Empire, in Poland-Lithuania there 
was no explicit document such as the Golden Bull of 1356, which clearly 
set the elective procedure. 

The confusion of this orphaned society can be seen especially during 
the first interregnum (1572-1573), when the rules were yet to be decided. 
After the king’s death, the archbishop of Gniezno (the primate of the 
Kingdom) called the so-called Convocation Sejm. During this assem-
bly, the nobility had to decide the method, date and place of the future 
election2. Not only, as nuncio Francesco Buonvisi (1626-1700), archbishop 
of Thessalonica, noted: 

�is Sejm is called a Sejm of spies, as everyone comes to know the aims of com-
panion, so, even if it is impossible to know the real intentions, we will have a lot 
of light at least about the pretenders [to the throne]3.

The Election Sejms took place close to Warsaw, as the central point 
of Poland-Lithuania. They were chaired by the primate of the King-
dom. Senators and all noblemen participated in it viritim, meaning 
all together, one next to the other. This practice was supposed to be 
the manifestation of an idealised “noble democracy”, giving every 
nobleman the right to participate in the election, who could then 
individually confirm the act by signing it. At the beginning of the 
election procedure, voting occurred within the assemblies of indivi-
dual provinces, and then the representatives from various territories 
presented their results among the senators. In order to elect a new 
sovereign, officially, a unanimous approval of the nobility was needed, 
but since the method of aclamatio was used, the small opposition was 
simply not taken into account. The middle class of nobles was often 
devoid of political orientation and became easily influenced by the 
aristocracy and foreign agents’ (nuncios included) propaganda. Still, 
the royal free elections constituted the basis for the Golden Freedom 
and noble democracy legends. The idea of equality was strongly rooted 
in the noble consciousness, despite the presence of political tensions 
between the magnates and nobility.

The election ceremony concluded with the solemn singing of the 
anthem Te Deum Laudamus. Then, the new elect was informed about 
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being chosen asking. The primate handed him the election decree during 
the final ceremony in Warsaw’s Collegiate Church of St. John. At that 
point, the oath of pacta conventa4 followed.

The period of interregnum was to be officially finished with the act 
of coronation, which, at the same time, constituted the beginning of 
the Coronation Sejm. Before that ceremony, the newly elected king was 
obliged to warrant all the traditional laws of the Kingdom. They were 
gathered in a composite form of constitution, called Articuli Henriciani, 
which regarded the ancient privileges of the nobility, the prerogatives of 
the Sejm, the specific rights of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and the rule 
of non praestanda oboedientia towards the king in cases of inconsideration 
of the liberties of nobility. It also contained the principles of religious 
tolerance, included in the Warsaw Confederation of 15735. Especially for 
this last reason, papal diplomats judged the Articuli Henriciani negatively. 
The Holy See also did not like the fact of warranting the king’s position 
so strongly, as the monarch was a principal guarantor of the Catholic 
Church’s interests in Rzeczpospolita.

The Holy See did not fully understand the parliamentary rules of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, especially the concept of unanimity 
of votes. 

It seemed to me very di2cult, not to say impossible – wrote nuncio Vincenzo 
Lauro (1523-1592), bishop of Mondovì – that in such a numerous congregation 
everyone consent in one candidate, at least if it would not be a Republic such 
as the Platonic one. 

There were also some comparisons to other European elective realities 
present (the papacy and the Holy Roman Empire): 

In the election of Pope, in which we arrive rarely to the number of 4fty cardinals, 
there are enough two-thirds [of votes]. And in that of the Emperor, in which there 
are no more than seven electors, it is enough more than half. So that even more 
this one [Republic], which is so numerous, should regulate itself in the same way6. 

After the extinction of the Jagiellonian dynasty, the royal free elections in 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth were not only crucial events for the 
internal policy of the state, but they also had an extraordinary importance 
for the whole of Europe. “The royal election in Poland usually provided 
a thumbnail of the political situation of the whole Europe, an image that 
stirred up the interest of all the courts among the whole continent” – as K. 
J. Kartunnen noted7. As the geopolitical position of Poland-Lithuania was 
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particularly important for the Holy See, the problem of discontinuity of 
royal dignity became serious. From the Roman point of view, the presence 
of the large and politically strong territory of Rzeczpospolita constituted 
at that time a “bulwark of Christianity” and the cultural boundary of 
the Western world. On the other hand, the spread of Protestant ideas, 
the distrust of the Polish clergy towards the Council of Trent and the 
projects of the national council, alongside issues of greater international 
politics, required better regulation of relations between the papacy and 
Poland-Lithuania. 

For these reasons, choosing a Catholic monarch of Rzeczpospolita be-
came crucial for the Roman Court. A “suitable” ruler could better impose 
papal policies in this part of Europe. Moreover, through diplomatic acti-
vity, the Pope acted to achieve his religious aims. Among the main papal 
targets were: the creation of a new Catholic league, the reconversion of 
Orthodox Russia and Protestant Sweden and, finally, the further spread of 
the Catholic Reformation in Poland-Lithuania. It was also important for 
the Holy See to maintain the balance of political powers in the territory 
of Central and Eastern Europe.

The Papacy hoped that Poland-Lithuania would guarantee an effecti-
ve defence against the permanent Ottoman danger to Catholic Europe. 
Nevertheless, Polish political interests and the well-being of the Holy See 
were not always the same. The Antemurale Christianitatis ideology was 
based on the assumption that a European community existed, founded 
on the idea of sharing a common faith. It did, but mainly as an ideal8. 
Certainly, as such, it strongly influenced the social and political menta-
lity of people during the Catholic Reformation and contributed to the 
formation of stereotypes and a general vision of Poland-Lithuania in 
early modern Europe9. Despite this, for a long time, the nobility was not 
interested in entering an open conflict with Sublime Porte, appreciating 
friendly relationships with the sultan, traditionally cultivated since the 
Jagiellonian epoch.

Normally, the Holy See controlled the political developments of 
interregna through the activity of its apostolic nunciature. Neverthe-
less, there was a case for keeping a papal legate a latere during the 
first vacation of the throne in Poland-Lithuania (cardinal Giovanni 
Francesco Commendone in 1572-1573) and some attempts to intro-
duce a legate in the interregnum after the death of Jan Kazimierz Vasa 
(1668-1669). This practice differed slightly from that of the Holy 
Roman Empire, where, for the Reichstag, it was customary to send 
a legate, representing papal authority more distinctly, and not, as in 
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the Poland-Lithuania, to use the ordinary apostolic nuncio (even if 
usually endowed with potestate legati a latere10). At any rate, nuncios 
from the imperial court, Graz and south Germany were also usually 
present during the deliberations of the imperial Diets. The sending 
of a legate was an important remnant of medieval times, when the 
Holy Roman Empire and the Roman Church complemented one 
another, even if, during the 14th and 15th centuries and then due to 
the Reformation, Empire became quite laicised11. 

Numerous nobles, especially Protestants, were reluctant towards the 
apostolic nuncios assisting political practices, particularly during interre-
gna. They openly wished for the departure of papal diplomats, arguing 
that in the past there had been no need of such a representative of the 
Holy See assisting in internal political choices12. This attitude was also 
common in the Holy Roman Empire, where some Protestant electors 
did not like the papal political influence during the Diets and even re-
fused to participate in the apostolic benediction13. Instead, the Catholic 
factions usually defended the presence of papal diplomats, saying that, 
in the situation of religious differences present among the nobility, they 
wished for the presence of papal representatives, who would take care of 
the interests of Catholicism. Though even the Catholics were often not 
devoid of jealousy towards them14.

The aim of this analysis is to illustrate the papal nuncios’ role in 
the interregnum’s parliamentary practice in the Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth (16th-17th centuries). I would like to focus on the key momen-
ts of the parliamentary life of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
without a sovereign: the Convocation Sejm, the Election Sejm and the 
Coronation Sejm. They can be categorised as particularly important 
public ceremonies, called by B. Stollberg-Riligner: Solennitäten15. Seven 
interregnum periods will be analysed: 1572-1573, 1575-1576, 1587, 1632, 
1648-1649, 1668-1669 and 1673-1676. The intention is to describe the 
political role of papal ambassadors, but also to focus on the phenomenon 
of their ceremonial precedency. The examined topic is also connected 
with papal dominance ideology and its wish to influence every impor-
tant international event. I would also like to refer to the issue of papal 
neutrality and the padre comune image. Moreover, it is important to 
highlight the effective role and the impact of the papal diplomacy on 
the practice of choosing the Polish free-elected kings. Occasionally, I 
will also bring up the parallel practices present during the deliberations 
of the imperial Diets, in order to find some similarities and differences 
present in papal diplomatic practice.
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1
�e Convocation Sejm16

It was an established norm to admit neither papal diplomats, nor other 
foreign ambassadors, to participate in the Convocation’s assembly. Ne-
vertheless, as further analysis will show, they usually participated in it 
indirectly. Moreover, nuncios often relied on an exception to this rule, 
due to the specific nature of the papal representatives’ authority17. 

Examples of papal diplomats influencing the Convocations are nu-
merous. During the Convocation Sejm of January 1573, cardinal legate 
Giovanni Francesco Commendone, forced to remain in Sulejów Abbey 
until the beginning of the Election Sejm, was in fact not admitted to the 
Convocation. Yet, he sent his secretary, Anton Maria Graziani, to assist the 
assembly and to report the most significant information to his superior. 
This was even more important considering that first Convocation was 
supposed to decide the legal confirmation of tolerance and coexistence 
between religions among the nobility, in terms of the Warsaw Confede-
ration18. 

The Convocation Sejm of the year 1575 lasted only a few days19. Vin-
cenzo Lauro participated in the opening Mass to the Holy Spirit. The 
nuncio, since the king was absent, held the first position on the right 
side of the choir, surrounded by bishops. At the end of the ceremony, the 
paten was given to him to be kissed. Then, Lauro descended from the 
dais and invited bishops to meet the primate, as proof of internal peace 
in the episcopate. After the Mass, the bishops went to the senate for the 
Convocation’s discussion. Lauro, however, remained in the church. Only 
after the conclusion of the Sejm, he met with the primate Jakub Uchański 
to talk about the deliberations and to determine the tactics of their further 
steps towards the election20. Moreover, the Convocation sent a special letter 
to Gregory xiii, in which they explained the reasons of the deposition of 
Henry the Valois and the need of a new election21.

At the time of Stephen Bàthory’s death, at the end of 1586, the new 
nuncio for Poland-Lithuania, archbishop of Naples Annibale di Capua 
(1544-1595) was appointed. He did not get to Warsaw in time for the 
Convocation Sejm, due to his sluggishness and obstacles encountered at 
the Polish-Lithuanian borders, which, at the time of interregnum, were 
guarded by armed guards. Even so, the withdrawing nuncio, Girolamo 
Bovio (1542-1596), bishop of Camerino, was still present in Warsaw during 
the Convocation. He had been fully aware of the proceedings of the Sejm, 
due to the informers present in the bishop of Warmia Marcin Kromer’s22 
environment. Since he was no longer engaged directly in political affairs, 
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he ordered the transfer of the upcoming correspondence to his successor, 
Di Capua, who was in Cracow at that time23. 

In 1632, nuncio Honorato Visconti (?-1645), archbishop of Larissa, 
was present in Warsaw during the Convocation assembly, but he did not 
take a direct part in the deliberations. Nevertheless, he reported with 
satisfaction a constant and common noble support for the candidature 
of prince Władysław Vasa, for whom Visconti officially propagandized in 
the name of the Pope24. As usual, before the Convocation Sejm of 1632, 
the papal nuncio received a set of papal briefs. He pointed out that he 
would not use them during the Convocation, because on this occasion 
the nobility would not discuss any important political issues, except 
organizational ones. Visconti decided to wait until the Election Sejm for 
the delivery of the briefs25. 

Nuncio Galeazzo Marescotti (1627-1726), archbishop of Corinth, 
was not present at the deliberations of the Convocation of 1668, as it 
was a period of strong hostility towards foreigners and general xenopho-
bia among Polish-Lithuanian nobles. The ambassadors arriving at the 
election were forbidden to approach the capital, if not at the Election 
Sejm for their public audience. However, Marescotti tried to influence 
the Convocation assembly indirectly, through his political friends. On 
that occasion, he also supported the idea of sending a special apostolic 
legacy to Poland-Lithuania, to better influence the future proceedings of 
the Election Sejm26.

The main problem the papal diplomacy had to face during the 
Convocation Sejms was the inclusion of the Warsaw Confederation in 
traditional royal iuramentum. The act of the Confederation was supposed 
to guarantee freedom of religion for peacekeeping during the interregnum 
period. In 1573, when the Confederation had just been introduced, car-
dinal Commendone wanted to prove that the document was not valid, 
since almost all the bishops protested against it. The papal legate was 
ready to disapprove of it again during the Election Sejm, however, at the 
same time, he was afraid of the dissident party’s reaction, risking a civil 
war27. Vincenzo Lauro, too, allied with primate Uchański, acted strongly 
against the Warsaw Confederation. Even though Annibale di Capua did 
not arrive in time for the Convocation Sejm of 1587, he worked actively 
during the whole interregnum against the presence of the Warsaw Confe-
deration in the royal oath28. Religious problems were an important issue 
during the Convocation of the year 1632 as well. At that time, nuncio 
Visconti strongly supported the exclusion of Moscow’s candidacy from 
the election. The nobles, however, did not like this type of interference 
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in their freedom, even if they did not intend to promote the Tsarevich 
seriously. A special delegation of four senators and six deputies was sent to 
the nuncio, assuring him that the Holy See should remain calm because 
the laws of Poland-Lithuania would forbid the elevation of dissenters to 
the throne. Additionally, the nobles emphasized that Visconti should 
not risk the deterioration of relations with Moscow in such a manner29. 
During the Convocation Sejms of the years 1648, 1668 and 1674, due to 
the final triumph of the Catholic Reformation and re-established posi-
tion of the Roman Church in Poland-Lithuania, religious matters were 
not so demanding anymore. By that time, the inclusion of the Warsaw 
Confederation to the royal oath had become a stable tradition, reluctantly 
accepted by the nuncios, but no longer with any real anxiety. 

While the Convocations were supposed to decide the date and place 
of the future election, the curial instructions in relation to them were 
often connected to the efforts of accelerating or postponing the moment 
of choosing a new sovereign. Usually, the Holy See wanted the election 
as soon as possible. The interregnum in the Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth always meant a serious destabilisation of political relations 
in Central and Eastern Europe. A rapid conclusion of elections was 
even more urgent under conditions of war, such as in case of the siege 
of Smoleńsk by Moscow troops and the danger of a Tartar invasion in 
1632, during the Cossack uprising in 1648, or in the wake of the war with 
the Ottoman Empire in 167430. However, there was an exception to this 
rule, during the interregnum of 1574-1576, when Henry de Valois secretly 
left Poland-Lithuania to ascend his deceased brother’s throne in Paris. 
Initially, nobles were confused; the majority of the senate wanted to keep 
Henry on the throne, while the rest of the nobility was convinced that 
proclaiming interregnum would be necessary31. By influencing the primate, 
nuncio Vincenzo Lauro tried to delay the assembly of the Convocation 
Sejm, which would mean the immediate deposition of Henry de Valois. 
Nevertheless, after several months, both the nuncio and the primate 
realised that, due to the lack of hope for the return of the French king, a 
new Convocation assembly was needed32. 

2
�e Election Sejm33

The election of a new king was accompanied by numerous religious rituals. 
The nobles believed that thanks to special liturgy and devotional practices, 
the act of choosing the new monarch would obtain divine inspiration 
and blessing. This conviction was perceptible during the Election Sejm’s 
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opening ceremonies, Sunday Masses, everyday prayers and some special 
devotions pro concordia et eligendo novo rege, which occurred simultane-
ously in the whole Kingdom34. It is not surprising that the papal nuncios 
held a special place in those celebrations.

On the eve of the Election Sejm, nuncios submitted the papal briefs 
to the Catholic senators. Their conventional content explained the Pope’s 
point of view and his preferences for the upcoming election35. The inau-
gural ceremony was the other important moment of the Sejm, in which 
papal diplomats used to actively take part. It initiated with a Sunday Mass 
and common singing of the Veni Creator Spiritus anthem36. The invocation 
of the Holy Spirit during opening Masses was a practice also common in 
the Holy Roman Empire and, as B. Stollberg-Rilinger explains: 

contributed to a “blessed beginning” of the meeting and one could see the “fun-
damentum necessarium totius actus”, the necessary basis for all the procedure, 
that anchored it in the divine order and gave it its sacred authority37. 

Moreover, the safe keeping of the Holy Spirit should have protected them 
from divisions and guaranteed unanimous deliberations38. 

The most important moment of the Election Sejms for the papal nun-
cios was their public audience. The public hearing of apostolic diplomats 
and other ambassadors in general was characteristic of the whole political 
and parliamentary practice of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, not 
only during periods of interregna. This varied from the practice present 
during the deliberations of Reichstag, where the papal legates had frequent 
private audiences with the Emperor, without speaking publicly to the 
electors and the states of the Empire, if not during the separate meetings of 
Catholic factions. This derived from the differences in political traditions, 
but also from the religious character of both states. In Poland-Lithuania, 
albeit religiously disintegrated, it seemed that the Protestants still paid 
more respect to the Holy See’s delegates39. During the elections, the only 
case in which the Protestant nobility strongly opposed the papal diplomats’ 
activity was the public audience of cardinal Commendone in 1573. Voivode 
of Cracow Jan Firlej interrupted the legate’s speech then, claiming that 
the papal ambassador was not supposed to be the nobility’s counsellor40.

During the Election Sejms, all foreign representations had the right to 
verbally support their chosen candidates. The nuncios were traditionally 
the first to hold the oration, taking advantage of their ceremonial prece-
dence, thanks to the sacredness of the papal authority they represented41. 
During the audiences of foreign diplomats, the space was always limited 
and the interest was large, so that only senators and a limited number of 
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nobility representatives coming from all the provinces were invited. The 
papal diplomats’ speeches especially enjoyed high attendance. For this 
reason, their discourses were transcribed for the audience and distributed 
among all the assents42. Public audiences were held in the senatorial shed, 
situated in the election field. The nuncios, usually dressed in black robes 
with crosses on their chests, came to the place where the Sejm deliberated 
with the primate’s private carriage, escorted by a large entourage of sen-
ators and equestrian nobility. This differed from Reichstag usages, where 
papal legates traditionally made their entrance to the Diet on mules43. The 
official welcome was made by the primate of the Kingdom as interrex, ac-
companied by bishops and marshals (the only exception to this praxis was 
the election of 1674, when the primate, archbishop of Gniezno Kazimierz 
Florian Czartoryski, being in a poor health, was replaced by the bishop 
of Cracow Andrzej Trzebicki). As a next step, papal diplomats submitted 
three credential briefs: separately for secular and ecclesiastical senators, 
as well as for the nobility. Successively, the briefs were read aloud. Then 
the nuncios occupied the seat beside the interrex, in the vicinity of the 
archbishop of Lviv and the bishop of Cracow, over other clergymen (this 
differed from the praxis of the time in the Empire, where the legates, 
during official celebrations, were seated in front of the Emperor, thus 
being ceremonially elevated)44. After that, sitting on ornate chairs, they 
read their oration. After the speech and receiving acknowledgments and 
the nobility’s response (which was sometimes prepared even some days 
after the hearing), they were escorted to their living quarters in Warsaw 
by the same convoy that had brought them to the election field.

During the first interregnum, cardinal legate Giovanni Francesco 
Commendone held his audience and election speech on 8 April 1573. 
Conforming to papal directives, the legate did not mention any explicit 
candidate to the throne. His read oration lasted a few hours and was 
held in Latin. Commendone called for choosing one of the Catholic 
candidates, who would be ready to face the upcoming (as the Holy See 
wanted) war with the Ottoman Empire. Although the legate was sure 
that the election was not a good moment to discuss religious problems, 
Commendone protested against the reforms of the political system and 
the establishment of new rights, the Warsaw Confederation included. 
He defended the jurisdictional rights of the clergy and accentuated the 
impossibility of a peaceful coexistence of different creeds in one realm. 
The legate called for respecting laws, preserving internal peace in the 
Kingdom and for unanimous elections. He emphasized the role of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth for all of Christianity. Moreover, he 
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expressed admiration for the nobles that were able to organise the state’s 
structures without the king and to maintain a relatively peaceful situation 
in the country. Commendone thus appreciated the political and social 
organization of Rzeczpospolita, which certainly flattered the entire nobil-
ity45. The official reply of the Sejm to the cardinal was issued on April 
21st. The nobility thanked him for the advice and promised to elect a new 
king who would be Catholic, obedient to the Holy See. Analogously, the 
Sejm sent letters directly to Gregory xiii46.

During the Election Sejm of 1587, on 14 August, the papal diplomat, 
archbishop of Naples Annibale di Capua, held his public audience. The 
nuncio exalted the virtues of the late king Stephen Bàthory and appealed 
for the fast and unanimous choice of a new Catholic monarch, without 
opting for a particular candidate. Di Capua stressed the fact that the future 
ruler should beweaned on the Catholic faith. In this way, he refereed clearly 
against the candidature of the Swedish Prince, Sigismund, whose mother 
was Jagiellonian and Catholic, while his father John iii descended from 
the Lutheran Vasa dynasty. During his oration, the nuncio offered papal 
support in case of war with the Ottoman Empire, wanting to encourage 
the election of a Habsburg archduke, which he personally supported. At 
the end of the speech, on behalf of the senate, the bishop of Przemyśl 
Wojciech Baranowski made a response and acknowledgments47.

The public audience of Honorato Visconti was held on 22 October 
1632. Visconti’s oration lasted only an hour, which was very short, con-
sidering the canons. Papal diplomacy was not particularly involved in this 
election, being more interested in the military operations of the Thirty 
Years’ War. Moreover, the Holy See was sure about the succession of the 
oldest son of the late king Sigismond iii, prince Władysław Vasa.The 
nuncio openly supported his candidacy, praising Władysław’s Catholic 
piety and bravery on the battlefield. Visconti also defended the Catholic 
Church’s jurisdiction in Polish-Lithuanian territories. The speech was 
accepted favourably. At the mention of Pope Urban viii, the nobility took 
off their caps and knelt down. The primate Jan Wężyk and the Marshal 
of the Sejm Jakub Sobieski gave a kind response and thanked him for 
the papal care48.

Giovanni de Torres (1605-1662), archbishop of Adrianople, held his 
election speech on 31 October 1648. Firstly, the nuncio expressed the Pope’s 
condolences for the death of the king Władysław, calling for preservation 
of internal peace and for the choice of a Catholic prince, in whose veins 
Jagiellonian blood flowed. It was a clear allusion to the pretenders from 
the Polish line of the Vasa dynasty. However, De Torres had no instruc-
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tion to support a particular candidate, as only the royal brothers Karol 
Ferdynand and Jan Kazimierz had been competing. Despite this, the 
Holy See expressed its deep anxiety about the risk of a double election 
and the possible outbreak of an armed internal conflict. At the end of 
his oration, De Torres flattered the nobility, praising the institution of 
the free royal election49.

Galeazzo Marescotti held his public audience on 4 June 1669, 
with an exceptionally high attendance. He arrived in the election field 
accompanied by a great entourage of seventy senatorial carriages and 
thousands of equestrian nobility. Marescotti delivered the papal bless-
ing, and then called for the harmonious choice of a Catholic prince. 
Although he did not indicate a specific pretender (despite supporting 
Philip William of Neuburg and Christina of Sweden on the side-lines), 
he decidedly excluded the candidacy of Tsarevich. Reports from the Sejm 
state that even the dissident party listened to him with a great respect. 
On behalf of the nobility, the primate Mikołaj Prażmowski sent thanks 
to the papal envoy. Moreover, the Marshal of the Sejm Feliks Kazimierz 
Potocki went around all the representations of provinces, asking for 
their opinions about the volition of the Holy See, even though there 
had been no such custom before50.

Francesco Buonvisi had his audience and election speech on 5 May 
1674. During that Election Sejm, the nuncio, for the first time in the 
history of interregna, asked for the privilege of speaking from under the 
canopy. The nobility accepted this request, because of the high merits of 
Buonvisi in resolving internal conflicts between the late king Michał and 
his opposition. In the oration, the nuncio praised the Polish victory in 
Chocim51, then called for the preservation of internal peace and for the 
election of a Catholic monarch able to continue the battle against the 
Ottoman Empire. Moreover, he emphasized that Clement x had promised 
new subsidies for this war. The nuncio did not suggest any particular 
candidate, but warned against false converts. At the end of the speech, 
Buonvisi received acknowledgments from the bishop of Cracow Andrzej 
Trzebicki and from the Marshal of the Sejm Benedykt Sapieha52.

The only nuncio who did not hold a public audience was Vincenzo 
Lauro, during the Election Sejm of 1575. He did this for the sake of the 
Habsburg candidacy, supported at that time by the Holy See, as he himself 
was not perceived well by the nobility and his propaganda would only 
have made things worse for the Emperor. Moreover, by not participating 
in the election, Lauro wanted to avoid offending the French King Henry 
iii, whose deposition from the Polish-Lithuanian throne was still prob-
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lematic. In addition, the nuncio was asked to abstain from participation 
in the deliberations of the Election Sejm by the primate and episcopate53. 
In the end, Vincenzo Lauro participated only in the opening Mass to the 
Holy Spirit and in Sunday Masses during the Election Sejm, but did not 
assist in the political deliberations54.

Another important moment during the Election Sejm for the apos-
tolic nuncios was the official nomination of the new king, taking place 
in Warsaw, in the Collegiate Church of St. John. In the course of this 
ceremony, the elect (himself or through ambassadors) warranted the pacta 
conventa. In the case of the first interregnum, cardinal Commendone did 
not witness the act of nomination personally. He did not want to im-
pair the principles of free election with his presence55. In December 1575 
the double election took place – Emperor Maximilian ii Habsburg and 
Stephen Bàthory, voivode of Transylvania, were chosen at the same time. 
It was important for the Holy See not to recognise the political actions 
of Bàthory. That would offend the Emperor, who Gregory xiii needed 
for the construction of the new Catholic league against the Ottomans. 
This was one of the reasons why Vincenzo Lauro did not take part in 
any of the acts of election and nomination56. A division between two 
elected candidates also marked the election, which followed the death of 
Stephen Bàthory. On 19 August 1587, the Swedish prince Sigismund Vasa 
was elected. Three days later, on 22 August, the other part of the nobility 
chose the archduke Maximilian Habsburg. Nuncio Annibale di Capua 
was not present at the solemn nomination ceremony of Sigismund Vasa, 
neither did he appear at Maximilian’s nomination. In his letters to the 
Roman Curia, Di Capua wrote: 

I was not present; 4rstly, because I was not asked to be there, as the tradition 
says; secondly, for the reason that the election was not universal, but made only 
in one part of the senate, while the second part and the whole Lithuania were 
still in the 4eld, to make another choice57. 

The first papal diplomat to attend the final ceremony of the royal nomi-
nation was Honorato Visconti, in 1632. On 14 November, the traditional 
ritual was performed in the Collegiate Church of St. John, where the 
newly elected king Władysław Vasa was personally accompanied by the 
nuncio58. In 1648, after the election of Jan Kazimierz, Giovanni de Torres, 
together with the royal brother Karol Ferdynand, also escorted the elected 
monarch to the Church of St. John. A similar ritual repeated in 1669 and 
1674. After the ceremonies, official congratulations from the Holy See’s 
representatives to the newly elected sovereign followed59.
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During each Election Sejm, papal diplomats strenuously acted in 
various fields, such as: diplomatic courtesies, religious ceremonies, the 
defence of the Catholic Reformation and informative epistolary doings. 
In every case of interregnum, the nuncios were involved in creating a 
strong Catholic party. Their main goals were to restrict religious freedom, 
to defend the Catholic Church’s jurisdiction and to put a Catholic mo-
narch on the throne in Cracow. For example, during the Election Sejm 
of 1573, legate Commendone held a special dinner, where all the bishops 
and other Catholic senators were present. He also arranged the meetings 
of members of the episcopate. These practices were also common among 
the legates assisting the Reichstag’s deliberations60. 

Moreover, at the time of the Sejms, as in the Empire, the nuncios 
received foreign embassies. They were visited by the ambassadors of prin-
ces striving for their own political interests, going for the support of the 
Holy See. Papal diplomats also used to privately meet the most important 
senators of Poland-Lithuania, heads of various parties (as in the case of 
Reichstag – Catholic electors and other Catholic princes of the Empire). 

The nuncios conducted wide-range informational activity as well. 
Through their reliable people, present in the assemblies of various pro-
vinces, they were able to influence the nobility’s opinion and shape it 
successfully.

Religious problems remained very important for the negotiations of 
papal diplomats. As stated above, during the second half of 16th century, 
the Warsaw Confederation persisted as the most problematic issue. During 
the Election Sejm of 1632, Honorato Visconti argued strongly for Uniate 
rights and against Orthodox ones61. Throughout the whole interregnum 
period of 1668-1669, Galeazzo Marescotti intensely opposed Moscow’s 
candidate with his own and the Holy See’s authority. His chancellery 
even issued a brochure entitled Rationes militantes contra Moschum62. 
Moreover, Marescotti helped to mandate the law, establishing that the 
king and queen of the Commonwealth had to have been Catholic before 
the election act. The aim was to exclude false converts. This proposal was 
successfully introduced63. A few years later, in defence of this act, during 
the Election Sejm of 1674, there was a strong intervention of nuncio 
Buonvisi, opposing the proposal of Vice-Chancellor Andrzej Olszowski, 
who claimed that the conversion of the candidate to the throne could take 
place not before the election, but just before the coronation ceremony64.

The papal diplomats were also involved in various religious activities. 
Similarly to legates during the imperial Diets, they participated in all the 
important devotions that surrounded the deliberations65. They regularly 





the role of papal diplomats

appealed to the local Church to organise special celebrations for the election. 
These prayers were also held in Rome. For instance, Annibale di Capua, 
on the eve of the Election Sejm of 1587, called for the organisation of a 
forty-eight-hour adoration of the Blessed Sacrament in the city of Warsaw66.

3
�e Coronation Ceremony67

The coronation of the new monarch was a political, but also religious 
and sacralised ritual. Conventionally, it took place in Cracow’s cathedral 
or the Wawel Royal Castle with great participation of clergy. The rite of 
coronation also marked the beginning of the Coronation Sejm, which 
officially closed the period of interregnum, to guarantee full king’s rights 
for the newly elected.

The honour of the coronation of the new sovereign was traditionally 
assigned to the primate of the Kingdom, the archbishop of Gniezno, 
papal legatus natus. In 1589, Sixtus V reapproved this praxis68, based on 
the privilege that had been assigned to Casimir Jagiellon in 1451.

Nevertheless, during the first interregnum, due to the presence of 
cardinal Commendone in Poland-Lithuania, the Pope wanted it to be the 
legate to execute the coronation of the new monarch69. The traditional 
privileges legati nati were considered to be of secondary importance by 
Gregory xiii. Commendone was very sceptical of this papal concept, 
knowing that the primate was already afraid of losing his prestige because 
of the presence of the papal legate in Poland-Lithuania. Commendone 
noted that «[Uchański] pretends to the coronation of the king not only 
because of his office, but also because of the apostolic privilege, as well 
as for being the first senator of the Kingdom»70. The legate was afraid 
that the disclosure of the Pope’s intentions about the coronation of the 
new king would cause his expulsion from Poland-Lithuania71. It quickly 
became apparent in Rome that some serious barriers existed that pre-
vented the legate’s performing the coronation. The attention went to the 
risk of humiliation and loss of authority, which would affect the Holy 
See if the rivalry between the legate and the primate were won by the 
latter. Even if Commendone managed to force the Pope’s will, it could 
cause protests among both the nobility and the clergy. That would be 
beneficial neither to the episcopate nor to the condition of the Catholic 
faith in Poland-Lithuania. Therefore, the final decision was left to the 
legate, as he was well-versed in the Polish internal situation and minds 
of the noblemen72. Soon, during the Convocation of the year 1573, the 
following privileges of the primate as interrex were confirmed: the right 
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to convene Sejms after the death of a king, the privilege of nomination of 
an elected king and, finally, the right of executing the rite of coronation73. 
Commendone expressed the opinion that, in case of a successful choice of 
a Catholic monarch, the attempt of removing the primate’s prerogatives 
concerning the coronation would only complicate things, unnecessarily 
offending not only Uchański, but also many other prelates74. Cardinal 
Tolomeo Gallio, papal Secretary of the State, even though he still upheld 
that it would be better if the act of coronation were executed by the 
legate a latere, for the sake of papal authority, expressed papal respect for 
Commendone’s decision of returning to Italy and leaving the coronation 
in the hands of the primate75.

During the subsequent interregna, there was no longer doubt that the 
privilege of coronation of a new monarch belonged to the primate. Besides, 
the active participation of papal diplomacy in this ceremony was always 
an important matter of Roman prestige76. During the coronations of the 
years 1574, 1633, 1649, 1669 and 1676, the nuncios participated directly 
in the celebrations, performing important ceremonial functions. They 
were absent during the coronations of the years 1576 and 1587 because of 
double elections, in which the Holy See did not want to appear partial.

Before the beginning of the ceremonies in Cracow, the apostolic 
nuncios would send papal briefs for the elected king, his family and 
the most important senators77. On the first day of celebrations, the day 
before the actual coronation, after dinner, senators and other dignitaries 
escorted the elected sovereign to St. Stanislaus’s church in Cracow. Then, 
the nuncios accompanied the newly elected monarch during a traditional 
Mass, celebrated by the primate. Afterwards, the future ruler was taken 
to the cathedral, where he remained for the evening vespers, to then be 
finally escorted back to the castle, accompanied again by papal diplomats 
and other public personas78.

On the day of the coronation, the papal envoys sometimes participated 
in the common breakfast, sat at the table with the elected monarch, the 
primate and the most important senators79. After that, there was a religious 
procession of bishops and other clergy to the castle. Meanwhile, in the 
presence of secular senators, the elected king was dressed in ceremonial 
clothing by the Grand Marshal of the Crown. When the ecclesiastics 
arrived at the royal chamber, the bishop of Cracow sprinkled the new 
ruler with holy water, praying. After that, the bishops of Cracow and 
Cuiavia took the king to the cathedral. Behind them, a procession with 
the participation of the nuncio, other foreign ambassadors, senators and 
courtiers followed. The elected monarch was asked to swear the royal 
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oath in front of the archbishop of Gniezno, who waited at the altar, and 
then to pray lying prostrate. Successively, he was anointed, which was the 
most significant moment of the church ceremony. The Mass and other 
celebrations followed, leading to the final act of coronation80. Close to 
the main altar, next to the ceremonial throne of the crowned monarch, 
special chairs for the primate and for the nuncio were set (conversely, 
during the religious ceremonies of the imperial Diets, the legate’s seat was 
located in front of the king, next to the altar)81. At the end of the whole 
celebration, the Te Deum Laudamus anthem was sung82.

After the coronation ceremonies, there was the traditional evening 
feast celebrated in the Wawel Castle. During this dinner, the apostolic 
nuncios had the special honour of sitting at the royal table with the regal 
family and the primate. In 1574, Vincenzo Lauro was the only foreign 
ambassador admitted to the king’s table, but in the course of the 17th 
century, other envoys began to join the nuncios. In 1676, the feast was 
even more honoured by a firework show83.

The apostolic nuncios did not participate in the third day of the 
coronation celebrations, when the official royal ride through the city and 
homagium in the Main Square of Cracow occurred.

In the years 1576 and 1587, papal diplomats did not participate in the 
coronation ceremonies at all. Vincenzo Lauro did not participate in the 
coronation of Stephen Bàthory and Anna Jagiellon, as the only legitimate 
election for the Holy See was, at that time, the one created in Emperor 
Maximilian ii. In this delicate political situation, Lauro, who could 
neither offend the Emperor, nor affront Bàthory with not accepting his 
royal title, had to leave Poland-Lithuania, retiring to Wrocław, waiting for 
the situation to develop. He joined the royal court only in 1577, after the 
death of Maximilian ii84. A comparable situation occurred in 1587. Due 
to the divided election of Sigismund Vasa and the archduke Maximilian 
Habsburg, the race for the crown had started. Sixtus v recommended an 
absolute impartiality towards the two competing Catholic princes to his 
nuncio85. Annibale di Capua was advised rather to spend his energies on 
a peaceful solution of the conflict and on preventing the new inclusion 
of the Warsaw Confederation in the royal oath86. The Roman Curia let 
the nuncio decide himself whether to participate in the coronation cele-
brations. Cardinal Montalto advised Di Capua to come to Cracow in the 
case of unanimous consent of the nobility for one of the candidates. If the 
internal divisions persisted, he was supposed to stay away from the act of 
coronation personally87. In the end, it was the Swedish prince to manage 
to arrive in Cracow before his rival and be crowned on 27 December 1587. 
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Annibale Di Capua, however, did not participate in the celebrations and 
delayed his arrival at the royal court for several months.

4
�e Nuncios – Political Players or Ceremonial Figures?

The wide chronological range of events analysed above presents numerous 
elements both of continuity and breaks of papal policy towards elections 
in Rzeczpospolita. A permanent interest in the potential of the Polish-Li-
thuanian state in the war against the Ottoman Empire, as a strong ally of 
the Habsburgs, was politically essential for the Holy See. This is why 16th 
century elections were characterized by the papacy’s constant support of 
the archdukes’ candidacies. Instead, in the 17th century, the Holy See was 
willing to support any Catholic candidate, offering particular support 
to candidates who were willing to run the war with the Sublime Porte. 
Furthermore, the papacy hoped to strengthen the king’s position in the 
political system of Poland-Lithuania, by introducing the vivente rege 
election modality, hoping it could solve the internal problems of the state.

The religious aspects of papal policy towards elections showed greater 
variability. The priority was to preserve the Polish-Lithuanian state under 
the Holy See’s influence and to maintain it as a bastion of Catholicism 
in Central and Eastern Europe. The need to defeat the advance of the 
Reformation, the moods of religious tolerance and multi confessionalism 
disappeared at the turn of the 16th and 17th century, when the Counter-Re-
formation enjoyed its final triumph in Poland-Lithuania during the reign 
of Sigismund iii Vasa. The position of Catholicism was stabilized, while 
the idea of religious expansion slightly lost its importance. The hopes for 
the Catholicization of Moscow by introducing the Tsarevich on the throne 
in Rzeczpospolita were very fervent in the 16th century, while in the 17th 
century they evolved into a fear of Orthodoxy’s expansion. Moreover, with 
the loss of the Swedish crown by Sigismund iii Vasa in 1599, the Pope’s 
hopes for the re-conversion of Sweden finally vanished.

The activity of papal diplomacy during the interregnum’s parliamen-
tary practice was very intense. Even if it was usually forbidden for the 
nuncios to participate in the Convocation Sejm, which decided on the 
interregnum’s organisational problems, they always tried to have an impact. 
The papal diplomats acted indirectly through their secretaries, auditors, 
trusted servants and political friends. The Convocation was often a place 
of discussion for important religious problems, regarding the internal 
peace of the Kingdom during the interregnum period. This aspect turned 
this assembly into a crucial one for the Holy See.
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In the course of the Election Sejm, the nuncios were given the impor-
tant role of presenting papal preferences and organising the ecclesiastical 
coalition in favour of the supported Catholic candidate. The culmina-
tion of the nuncios’ participation in the deliberations was their public 
audience. Papal diplomats held their speeches in Latin. The orations 
included conventional content. The nuncios usually started with papal 
condolences for the death of the previous king, often applauding the 
late sovereign. Successively, they called for the maintain of internal peace 
within the Kingdom and for the election of a Catholic candidate, who 
would be able to bear the burden of fighting the infidels. The nuncios 
recurrently promised subsidies for the war with the Ottoman Empire. The 
other important and repeated element of the speeches was the issue of the 
protection of the ecclesiastical jurisdiction and religious domination of 
Catholicism in Poland-Lithuania. Moreover, some papal diplomats tried 
to sneak in favour of the noble masses, praising their system of govern-
ment and the institution of the free royal election. Furthermore, during 
the 17th century, the nuncios were present during the nomination of the 
newly elected king, actively participating in the traditional celebrations 
in Warsaw’s Collegiate Church of St. John. 

The diplomatic activity of the apostolic nuncios during the Election 
Sejms was generally characterized by neutrality towards all the Catholic 
princes, or at least by maintaining the semblance of this. Of the seven 
elections analysed, only in 1632, during the elevation of Władysław Vasa 
to the throne, Honorato Visconti pointed out the exact papal preferen-
ces in his oration, praising Władysław. In other cases, papal diplomats 
recommended the election of a Catholic and capable monarch in general 
terms. For example, in 1573, cardinal Commendone supported both Henry 
of Valois and the archduke Ernest Habsburg. During the Sejm of 1575, 
Vincenzo Lauro, with fear of being accused of partiality and supporting 
Emperor Maximilian ii, did not even attend the public audience. In 
1587, though recommending the Habsburg candidacy on the side-lines, 
Annibale di Capua did not suggest a specific candidate in his official 
oration. In 1648, the support of the Pope was spread equally between the 
Vasa brothers. Galeazzo Marescotti was also able to keep himself neutral 
during the election of 1669. Finally, in 1674, despite strong pressure from 
the courts of Vienna and Paris, nuncio Buonvisi also managed to remain 
impartial. This super partes position of the Pope can be considered cha-
racteristic of Roman policy through out the whole period spreading from 
the end of the 16th century to the 17th century. Both religious and political 
aspects motivated this attitude88. It was a sort of political tactic. The pa-





dorota gregorowicz

pal neutrality was in fact only superficial, as there were two key factors 
present in the Holy See’s activity: defending its own civil and religious 
interests. This often meant equating the papacy’s political line with the 
one of strongest Catholic power at that moment, concomitantly trying 
to maintain the appearance of padre comune of all Catholic princes89.

During the Convocation and Election Sejms, the nuncios played an 
important, mostly political role. For the coronation act, at the beginning 
of the Coronation Sejm, the role of papal ambassadors changed into a cere-
monial one. This role was strengthened by the highly religious connotation 
of the coronation ritual. The nuncios were present during the devotions 
in S. Stanislaus’s Church in Cracow preceding the act of coronation. 
Then they took part in the convoy, escorting the elected monarch to the 
cathedral. They had the honour of participating in the ceremony in the 
immediate vicinity to the altar and to the king. Furthermore, they took 
part in the dinner that officially concluded the day of the coronation’s 
celebration, having the right to sit at the royal table.

The most important task for the nuncios during the interregna was 
the activity of information. They had to frequently report to the Roman 
Curia, on everything that regarded the political evolution of both the 
internal situation in Poland-Lithuania and the diplomatic activities of 
foreign countries directly interested in the election. Moreover, papal 
diplomats had the task of collecting and describing the characteristics of 
the candidates to the throne.

Papal diplomacy during the parliamentary deliberations in the 
interregnum periods acted for defined political and religious aims. It 
lacked the important aspects of symbolic supremacy and papal authority, 
which were much more escalated in cases of papal legations, sent to the 
imperial Diets90. The real impact of papal diplomacy on the royal elections 
in Poland-Lithuania depended on the arguments, which, at that time, 
were at the disposition of the nuncios and of the Holy See. Buonvisi’s 
arguments, for example, consisted in subsidies for the war with the 
Ottoman Empire, so that they were extremely strong. On the contrary, a 
strong dissident opposition completely impeded the activity of Vincenzo 
Lauro in 1575. Still, the internal political divisions of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth greatly facilitated foreign interference in the elections, as 
well as the papal one. Their success depended on the individual political 
talent of a diplomat. The apostolic nuncios were usually personalities of 
an excellent cultural and political calibre. They were perpetually forced to 
manoeuvre between the instructions of the Holy See, the political interests 
of their “natural princes”, their own ambitions and personal sympathies.
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Balancing between the various factions, negotiating on the side-lines, 
keeping the appearance of neutrality – all these elements marked the dy-
namic activity of the nuncios in the time of interregna in the early modern 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Papal diplomats tried to act neutrally, 
as they could not tarnish the authority of the Holy See. The padre comune 
position was in fact a real political instrument used by Rome to influence 
the most important events in European politics. Popes took advantage 
of their authority to form the opinion of their impartiality towards the 
Catholic rulers. The active participation in the interregnum rituals and 
practices was necessary to accentuate both the political and the religious 
authority of the Pope. The attitude of padre comune, in conjunction with 
the position of the mediator of European politics, allowed the Holy See 
to take an important place in the early modern system of international 
relations91.

The political context of the elections in Poland-Lithuania had evolved, 
along with the role that Rzeczpospolita played in the European arena. 
The Jagiellonian Empire, extending from the Baltic to the Black Sea, 
managed to maintain its political position under the rule of Sigismund 
iii Vasa and his son Władysław, cooperating closely with the court of 
Vienna. The reigns of Jan Kazimierz and Michał Korybut Wiśniowiecki, 
however, led to a crisis of the state, putting its sovereignty into question 
and making the royal election an object of international political play. At 
that moment, however, the Holy See played a lesser political role as well. 
The Thirty Years’ War and the Succession Wars at the turn of the 17th and 
18th century annihilated the remnants of the idea of papal universalism. 
The evolution of the arbitration technique in international congresses 
turned out to be catastrophic for the international position of the pa-
pacy. The situation deteriorated further due to internal struggles within 
the Roman Curia, weakened moral authority and the financial failure 
of the Apostolic See. An additional difficulty was the affirmation of the 
confessional fragmentation of Europe. All these factors contributed to a 
gradual reduction of the impact of papal diplomacy on outcomes of the 
elections in Poland-Lithuania92.
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