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NOMINATION FORM 
 
PART A – ESSENTIAL INFORMATION 
 
 
1 SUMMARY 
 
 
The Confederation of Warsaw of 28th of January 1573: Religious tolerance guaranteed. 
 
“Certainly, the wording and substance of the declaration of the Confederation of Warsaw of 
28th January 1573 were extraordinary with regards to prevailing conditions elsewhere in 
Europe; and they governed the principles of religious life in the Republic for over two 
hundred years.” 
Norman Davies 
 
The death of the last Jagiellonian King (7 July 1572) took place when the reform of the 
political system was still incomplete. What made matters worse was the fact that there were 
no legal measures which would enable the state to function effectively during the interregnum 
when there was no king. The end of the male line of the Jagiellonian dynasty became a real 
challenge for the newly strengthened Union of Lublin between Poland and Lithuania. It was 
feared that separatist trends might prevail, especially in Lithuania, and that the integrity of the 
state might be threatened. There also existed a threat of two rulers being elected and the 
election of an unsuitable candidate might have brought about the destruction of religious 
stability in the country. The approval of the Confederation of Warsaw prevented a political 
crisis from happening. The representatives of the middle nobles, the so-called reformers, were 
aware that the creation of the new legal system should begin at the grass-root level through 
the policy of fait accompli. In order to maintain the existing legal order it was necessary to 
make all citizens unconditionally abide by any decision taken in a body. Of such character 
was the general convention, which took place in Warsaw in January 1573, which approved 
the confederation. The confederation created a legal basis for a new political system and at the 
same time secured the unity of the state which had been inhabited for generations by 
communities from different ethnic backgrounds (Poles, Lithuanians, Russians, Germans, 
Georgians and Jews) and of different denominations. But even before the Reformation the 
Kingdom of Poland was a place where members of different denominations and faiths 
peacefully co-existed. Religious life in late 16th century Poland, situated between Moscow, 
Turkey and Western Europe torn by religious conflicts, was of an exceptional character. This 
country became what Cardinal Hozjusz called “a place of shelter for heretics”. It was a place 
were the most radical religious sects, trying to escape persecution in other countries of the 
Christian world, sought refuge. The Anabaptists (Dutch Mennonites) and Antitrinitarians 
(Arians) enjoyed peace and freedom such as they could not have in any other country. All 
religious sects in Poland enjoyed tolerance as such was the King’s will. The confederation 
officially legalized this situation and introduced the rule of peaceful co-existence for nobles of 
all denominations. It is beyond doubt that it was more liberal than the Augsburg Peace Treaty 
(1555) and its approval should be seen as a new experiment in the field of democracy, which 
in the era of absolutism and religious conflicts constituted a new, unique and breakthrough 
measure. 
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2 DETAILS OF THE NOMINATOR 
 
2.1 The Central Archives of Historical Records in Warsaw 

Archiwum Główne Akt Dawnych w Warszawie 
 
2.2 Relationship to the documentary heritage nominated 
            Possessor, as a legal successor of the Royal Chancellery 
 
2.2 Contact person: 

Mr Hubert Wajs PhD, Director 
 
2.3 Contact details (include address, phone, fax, email)  

PL 00-263 Warszawa, ul. Długa 7 
Phone number: 
+48 22 8311525 
Web site: 
www.archiwa.gov.pl/agad/ 
e-mail: archagad@poczta.onet.pl 

 
3 IDENTITY AND DESCRIPTION OF THE DOCUMENTARY HERITAGE 
 
3.1 The General Confederation of Warsaw  
 
Warsaw, the general crown convention at the Royal Castle in Warsaw, 28 January1573. At a 
popular convention held in Warsaw, the nobles approved articles aimed at maintaining peace 
and internal stability as well as religious order between religious communities in Poland. 
 
3.2 Description  
 
The General Confederation of Warsaw  
 

AGAD, A collection of parchment documents call no. 4467 
- Provenience: the document comes from the Royal archives 
- Physical condition: an original, written in Polish and Latin, parchment leaf, 

measurements: 640x350x160 mm, 206 seals. In the 19th century the ink was 
already faded; the seals are in a good condition. 

- Photographs: 2 (attached) 
- Bibliography 
N.Davies, God’s Playground. A History of Poland, Oxford 1981 
G.Schramm, Der Polnishe Adel und die Reformation, Wiesbaden 1965 
A.Jobert, La tolerance religieuse en Pologne au XVIc siecle, in  Studi di onore de Ettore 
Lo Gato Giovanni Maver, Firenze 1962, p. 337-343. 
Konfederacja warszawska 1573 roku wielka karta polskiej tolerancji, (The Confederation 
of Warsaw of 1573 as a Great Charter of Polish Tolerance) Eds. M.Korolko, J.Tazbir, 
Warsaw Instytut Wydawniczy PAX, 1980. 

 
 
4 JUSTIFICATION FOR INCLUSION/ ASSESSMENT AGAINST CRITERIA 
 
4.1 Authenticity: its authenticity is beyond doubt. Of note, is the form in which the 

document was approved. It contains wax imprints of private stamps belonging to those 
who approved it. The seals, suspended on strings underneath the document, also 
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constituted a clearly visible form of making a personal commitment by those who 
stamped them to abide by the agreement. 

 
4.2 Uniqueness: the document constituted a compromise between equal parties i.e. the 

Catholics and the representatives of other denominations (the Lutherans, Calvinists, 
Orthodox, Armenians, and Muslims), and is not an edict issued by a king. The 
document was known in Europe at the time. What also survived to this day is a copy 
of the document made in French for the French pretender to the Polish throne, Prince 
Henri Valois. “Postulata Polonica” which were based on this document and brought to 
Paris by a Polish mission made Charles IX of France reach a compromise with the 
Huguenots. On June 6th 1573 the La Rochelle peace treaty finally ended the fourth 
religious war in France. 
Present printed publications of the document: 

- legal text in Polish: Konstytucyje, statuta i przywileje na walnych sejmach koronnych 
od 1550 aż do roku 1578 uchwalone (Constitutions, statutes and privileges approved 
on crown Seyms between 1550 and 1578), Cracow, M.Szarfenberg 1579. 

- text in Old Russian: Statuta Wielkiego Księstwa Litewskiego (Statutes of the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania), Vilnius 1588. 

- text in German: Confoederations Articul der Gesambten Polnischen Reichs Staende, 
welche anno1573 bey werherndem Interregno auff allegemeinen Landtage zu Warsaw 
geschlossen und unverbruechlicher Festhaltung offentlich und gantz eyferig 
beschworen worden, beginning in the 17th century. 
 
Of note is the fact that the Confederation of Warsaw was mentioned in the short 
history of mankind published under the patronage of UNESCO. 

 
4.3 a, b Time and place. The death of King Sigismund Augustus (7 July 1572) stalled the 

process of restructuring of the Polish state based on the middle nobility. Moreover, the 
situation was worsened by the lack of legal solutions, which would enable the state to 
function effectively under new circumstances. The end of the male line of the 
Jagiellonian dynasty constituted a huge challenge for the Commonwealth of both 
nations, which consisted of the Polish Crown and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, 
which was strengthened by the newly signed Lublin Union of 1569. It was feared that 
separatist trends might prevail especially in Lithuania and that the integrity of the state 
might be threatened. There also existed a threat of two rulers being elected and the 
election of an unsuitable candidate may have brought about the destruction of religious 
stability in the country, which might have become a scene of a religious civil war. The 
French example, especially after the night of St. Bartholomew (August 23rd and 24th), 
was telling and well known in Poland. 
 
c. People. Representatives of the middle nobility known as the reformists knew very 
well that the construction of a new legal system must take place first at the grass-root 
level through the policy of fait accompli. In order to maintain the existing legal order it 
was necessary to make all citizens unconditionally abide by the decisions taken in a 
body. Of such character was the general convention, which took place in Warsaw in 
January 1573. Its purpose was to maintain order in the country by means of a general 
confederation known as the Confederation of Warsaw. However, the first step to 
secure religious stability was the Sandomierz Concord, which constituted an 
agreement reached by the Lutherans, Calvinists and the Bohemian Brethren. Instead of 
being an edict promulgated by a king, the Confederation of Warsaw constituted a 
compromise solution between equal parties, namely the Catholics and representatives 
of other denominations. It was approved on 28 January 1573 by a majority of votes 
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and secured uninterrupted functioning of the state during the interregnum. The 
agreement was extended to all religions and denominations. Religious peace 
guaranteed to all nobles the following: 

- equal access to offices regardless of denomination (which confirmed the equality of all 
the members of this social class); 

- freedom to worship and spread one’s religion; 
- right to organize synods (which guaranteed freedom of assembly); 
- right to print theological treatises (which guaranteed the freedom of publishing) 

 
d. Subject matter. It is justifiable to stress the importance of the Confederation of 
Warsaw with regard to freedom of religion. However, it should also be remembered 
that not only did the Confederation secure religious order but it also obliged citizens to 
abide by all decisions taken in a body and to maintain the existing legal order. The 
confederation read: “…for us to be able to maintain and protect peace, justice and 
order,  and to defend the Commonwealth.” The act provided for: 
1. The introduction of the Unity of the Commonwealth – common election of a king in 
one location (it should be remembered that these were the first years of the Union of 
Lublin). 

a. Religious peace is to be preserved (this point was later included as Article 2 in the 
Henryków Articles which described the most important rules pertaining to the political 
system of the state, and the rights and obligations of each monarch). 

b. War can be declared and waged only after the Seym has given its consent. 
2. Maintaining religious peace between people torn apart and different in their faith                   

.              and worship 
 

e. Form and style. The document is a hand-written one with more than 200 seals 
suspended underneath on strings. Most of them are private seals imprinted by the 
representatives of noble families as well as by the representatives of the Catholic 
Church. They constituted a visible proof of a personal commitment. 

 
 
4.4   
The document is unique in its kind and it shows the democratic process of establishing 
fundamental freedoms for only one social class, namely the nobles. It is understandable as it 
was written in the 16th century. It is in a form of a collection of cardinal laws (a proto-
constitution), which guaranteed to the nobles freedom of religion and civic liberties as we 
now know them. 
 
 
5 LEGAL INFORMATION 
 
5.1.   Owner of the documentary heritage (name and contact details)  

The document has always been of a public character and the state archives preserve it 
as such 
(see point 2) 

 
5.2  Custodian of the documentary heritage (name and contact details, if different to 
owner)  
 
5.3 Legal status: 
 (a) Category of ownership – state archives 
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 (b) Accessibility - accessible 
 
 (c) Copyright status – is subject of copyright by the CAHR 
 
 (d) Responsible administration – see point 2 
 
 (e) Other factors 
 
 
6 MANAGEMENT PLAN 
 
6.1  
The preservation and storage of the document of the Confederation of Warsaw is especially 
difficult due to the big number of seals. It is stored in a separate purpose-built box with a bent 
and removable bottom designed not to endanger the seals when the document is exhibited. It 
is stored in a special air-conditioned room. Gradually, the seals of the document are being 
photographed and catalogued. The description and the image of the document can be found on 
the internet as part of the project “Skarby Archiwów Polskich” (Treasures of Polish Archives) 
on the following web site: www.polska.pl 
 
7 CONSULTATION 
 
7.1 Provide details of consultation about this nomination with 

(a) The Central Archives of Historical Records in Warsaw 
(b) The Central Archives of Historical Records in Warsaw 
(c) The National Committee of the Memory of the World Programme. Polish 
Committee of UNESCO. 

On the initiative of the Polish Committee of the Memory of World, the Confederation of 
Warsaw has been nominated for inscription to the Memory of the World Register. 
 
PART B – SUBSIDIARY INFORMATION  
 
8 ASSESSMENT OF RISK 
 
8.1  
In the 90s, the climatic conditions in storerooms of the Central Archives of Historical Records 
were surveyed and the concentrations of SO2 and NOx  were found to have exceeded the 
recommended level due to the localization of the Archives in the city centre. 

According to recommendations of Polish curators, if any of the documents in the Central 
Archives of Historical Records holdings are presented in an exhibition, they cannot be 
displayed longer than 14 days. The same applies to the exceptionally exhibited Warsaw 
Confederacy. The last time (after many years of not being presented publicly) it was shown, 
was during The Archives Open Days in September 2001. 
 
9 ASSESSMENT OF PRESERVATION 
 
9.1  
As early as in the 19th century, the text of the document was barely legible. Recently, 
preservation actions have been undertaken mainly for the protection of the document’s seal 
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(construction of a proper box) and cleaning of the parchment which has made the text a little 
bit more readable. As mentioned we have been working on making inventory and photos of 
all legible seals. 
 
PART C - LODGEMENT 
         
This nomination is lodged by: 
 
 
Prof. Daria Nałęcz, The Head of Polish National Committee “Memory of the World”  
 
 
 
 
(Signature)…………………………………  (Date)           December 2002 
 
 


