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The Government Act of 3rd May 1791
The legislative legacy of the Polish Assembly or Parliament (Sejm) which sat

between 1788 and 1792, usually called The Four-Year Sejm or The Great Sejm, saw
the passing of 489 separate constitutional acts. However, only one of them managed

to gain immortality and, in the 19th century, when the country was partitioned,

it became a reference point and source of inspiration. After Poland regained
© Copyright by Archiwum Główne Akt Dawnych, Warszawa 2021

independence, the day on which the act was passed became the Polish National
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1791, commonly known as the Constitution of 3rd May. The Central Archives

Publication co-financed by the General Director of the State Archives

well placed to popularise knowledge about the Constitution of 3rd May and the

Day. We are of course talking about the Government Act passed on 3rd May
of Historical Records (Archiwum Główne Akt Dawnych, AGAD) is particularly

times during which it was passed, as it holds a great many precious documents
about the Constitution, including handwritten original copies of the text. The
goal of this publication is to present selected documents that will illustrate the

path that led, after more than two years of deliberations, to the passing of the first
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democratically-ratified, modern constitution in Europe, as well as its fate. The

documents are taken from files and archive collections which include materials
from the times of the Four-Year Sejm. These are the Archives of the Four-Year

https://agad.gov.pl

Sejm (Archiwum Sejmu Czteroletniego, ASCzt.) – material from the office that was

Printing

well as the Potocki Public Archive (Archiwum Publiczne Potockich, APP), which

AMALKER sp. z o.o.
Stefana Okrzei 21 Str., 03-718 Warsaw

working during the sessions of the Sejm that served the senators and deputies – as
contains many pieces pertaining to Ignacy Potocki, one of the most important
authors of the Constitution.

https://amalker.com
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Handwritten originals
Three handwritten originals of the Constitution of 3rd May are currently held

by the Central Archives of Historical Records in three different archive collections.
All three have very different histories, but one thing in common: they all found
their way to the Central Archives of Historical Records and are still held there

today. The most important one, beyond any doubt, is located in the 7th Department

of the so-called Lithuanian Metrica, in book no. 4 which is the second part of all

the constitutional acts ratified by the Sejm. In the final years of the former Polish

Commonwealth, it was in the possession of the highest governing echelons and,
after the collapse of the Kościuszko Uprising, it was taken to Russia from whence
it returned only after the Treaty of Riga (1921). The second copy found its way

into the hands of one of the participants of the Sejm – Stanisław Kostka Potocki
and was put into his Wilanów collection. It remained there until the collection
was nationalised after World War II as a result of agricultural reform. It is held in

the 2nd volume of manuscript no. 100 of the Potocki Public Archive, which is also

a collection of the constitution acts from the Great Sejm. The third copy, which

is actually the first one of the three, is the least known. It was preserved inside

volume XX of the Archive of the Four-Year Sejm and, in contrast to the other

two, bears only the signatures of the Sejm’s marshals as well as a few editorial

corrections. Indeed, it was from this copy that the secretary of the Four-Year Sejm,
Antoni Siarczyński read out the text of the Constitution Act during the sitting.

The Government Act, a fair copy of the Constitution, manuscript, 23.5 × 39 cm,
in a book including, inter alia, fair copies and drafts of the constitution of the Sejm of 1790–1791,
held in the Archives of the Four-Year Sejm (hereinafter: ASCzt.), vol. XX, pp. 91–101
A copy from the Archives of the Sejm, signatures of the marshals
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The Government Act, original, Polish, manuscript, 40 × 25 cm, in a book containing
the acts of the Sejm of 1791, kept in the collection of the Potocki Public Archive
(hereinafter: APP), sign. ref. 100, vol. 2, pp. 74–84
A copy from the Potocki Archive, signatures of the marshals and deputies

The Government Act, original, Polish, manuscript, 40 × 25 cm, in a book containing the acts
of the Sejm passed between 16th November 1790 and 29th May 1792, held in the collection
of the so-called Lithuanian Metrica, section VII, sign. ref. 4, sheets 75–82
A copy which, after the ending of the Sejm, was passed to the Crown Metrica, signatures
of the marshals and deputies

The Sejm (Parliament)
The Four-Year Sejm (also known as The Great Sejm) was a parliamentary session

of the Polish Commonwealth which sat from 6th October 1788 until 29th May

1792 in Warsaw. On the second day of deliberations a Sejm Confederation was
formed. The Crown Referendary, Stanisław Małachowski, was appointed Marshal
of Confederation of the Crown (the day before he had been chosen as Marshal of
the Sejm), while Prince Kazimierz Nestor Sapieha, a General in the Lithuanian

Artillery, was appointed Marshal of the Lithuanian Confederation. In accordance

with the confederation act, the rule of liberum veto was not binding during the
Sejm and decisions were taken either by acclamation or by majority voting.

The Sejm held 565 sessions, during which it passed around 500 laws. Around

530 senators and deputies took part in the deliberations, the majority of whom

went on to take part in the Kościuszko Uprising, to fight in Dąbrowski ’s Legions

and to organise the Principality of Warsaw. From the outset of the deliberations,
the Sejm was politically heated, saturated by a patriotic, anti-Russian and pro-

reform atmosphere. In the early sittings, the Sejm focused on tearing up the
existing political order established during the Partition Sejm of 1773–1775 which

had been controlled by the Russian Ambassador, Otto Magnus Stackelberg. One
of the first decisions of the Great Sejm was an act from 20th October 1788 on
increasing the size of the army from 18,500 to 20,000. On 3rd November 1788

the Military Department of the Perpetual Council was abolished, followed by the

Perpetual Council itself on 19th January 1789. Both were seen as instruments of
Russian rule. Next, the Sejm began to build the foundations of the new political
system. In early 1789, it increased taxation on royal lands, introduced income
tax on landowners and the Church. In November 1789 it established a civilianThe act of establishing a general confederation (the day after the commencement
of deliberations, at the second session), 7th October 1788, Warsaw; AGAD, ASCzt,

vol. XV., sheet 664 (print)
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military committee for public order. On 29th March 1790 it entered a defensive

alliance with Prussia. From 16th December 1790 the Sejm worked with double the

number of deputies. On 3rd May 1791 it enacted the Government Act, known as

the Constitution of 3rd May, in reference to its enactment date. This was the first

constitution in Europe and the second in the world. It applied for around one year

during which time it gained the support of the majority of the Polish nation. In
the last year of the Great Sejm, work continued on legislation that developed the

framework of the norms of the Constitution. Suspended on 29th May 1792, due to
the outbreak of war with Russia, the Sejm was never to reconvene.

After the third partition of Poland (in 1795) and during the time of foreign

occupation (partition), the Four-Year Sejm and the Constitution of 3rd May

developed symbolic importance. Their commemoration played an important role
in sustaining and inspiring the Polish national spirit and identity.

After regaining independence, during the period of the Second Polish

Republic (1918–1939), 3rd May became the Polish National Day. On 6th April
1990, the Polish Sejm reinstated 3rd May as a day of national celebration. The

idea of fulfilling the will of the nation from the times of the Four-Year Sejm also

returned – the construction of a temple. In 2002, on Wilanów Fields in Warsaw,
the construction of a sanctuary began: the Temple of Divine Providence.

Printed journal of the Four-Year Sejm (title page), 6th October 1788, Warsaw;
AGAD, Archiwum Królestwa Polskiego, 138
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Preparations
On 7th September 1789, on the 25th anniversary of the election of King Stanisław

August, the Sejm established a special delegation to prepare a draft of the future

political system of the Polish Commonwealth. The Lithuanian Court Marshal,

Ignacy Potocki, one of the main opposition leaders in the Sejm, led the delegation.
In contrast to Stanisław August, who was a supporter of a strong monarchy, Ignacy
Potocki held republican views. Therefore, his draft Principles for improving the

government outlining a future political system for the Commonwealth, reflected

his views. These Principles, passed by the Sejm in December 1789 and also drawn
up mainly by Potocki, became the basis for the Project for Government which began
to be discussed in the Sejm from August 1790.

The long discussions over each article of the project, which often resulted in

decisions not to the author’s liking, as well as the growing popularity of Stanisław

August, convinced Ignacy Potocki that he needed to cooperate with the monarch.

On 4th December 1790, at Potocki’s request, a meeting with the king took place.
During the conversation it was agreed that, in order to finalise work on the
future political system of the country quickly, the draft constitution act should

be prepared by a narrow group of people and then presented, as a whole, to the
Sejm for approval. Between January and April 1791, multiple versions of drafts

were circulating between Stanisław August, Ignacy Potocki and the rest of the

inner circle, with mutual corrections, supplements and improvements, as the views
of the republicans battled with the views of the monarchists.

The Government Act, as an agreed, compromise draft of a constitution, was

read publicly for the first time on 2nd May 1791 in the Radziwiłł Palace (today the
Presidential Palace on Krakowskie Przedmieście Street). Later on, in Stanisław

A box in which loose texts from the Potocki Public Archive may have been stored.
It is presumed that materials from the Four-Year Sejm, including the Government Act
were stored in such boxes at the beginning of the 19th century, before they were bound
in their current form.

Małachowski’s Marshal’s Palace (today the Academy of Fine Arts), they began
to collect signatures to the Assurance act, a declaration by senators and deputies
confirming that they would support the draft Government Act to be submitted
for deliberation at the Sejm.
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The appointment of people to prepare drafts for the form of government, 7th September 1789, Warsaw
[10th September 1789 – written into law]; AGAD, APP, 100, vol. 1, pp. 238–239

At the sitting on 7th September 1789, a delegation for the form of government was

appointed, whose task was to prepare a draft of the future political system of the

Commonwealth. The delegation consisted of five senators and six parliamentary

deputies. Adam Krasiński, Bishop of Kamieniec, was the chairman, but a leading role
was played by Ignacy Potocki, Marshal of the Lithuanian Court.

The Principles
for improving
the Form of
Government, original
parliamentary
act, 21–23rd
December 1789
[24th December
1789 – written into
law]; AGAD, APP,

100, vol. 1, pp. 323–325

The draft Principles, prepared by the delegation for the form of government, contained

an outline of the future political system of the Commonwealth of Poland. The main

author of the project was the Marshal of the Lithuanian Court, Ignacy Potocki. The
draft, discussed at the next three parliamentary sessions, was adopted in parts with
numerous amendments agreed upon during parliamentary discussion.
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Draft of the Form of Government, print [2nd August 1790]; AGAD, ASCzt, vol. XVI, sheets 381–
393v, 395–407v, 435–489v, 492–539

The draft prepared by the delegation for the form of government (main author: Ignacy

Potocki). The draft consisted of 681 articles divided into 11 chapters containing

a description of the future government and the political system of the Commonwealth
of Poland. At the request of the impatient deputies, part of the project (about sejmiks)

was presented on 7th May 1790. Discussions on the project began with the cardinal laws

(the fundamental laws for the nobility). By January 1791, 11 articles had been passed.
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Projet de Constitution 20 januar 1791, 20th January 1791,
Warsaw; AGAD, APP, 197, pp. 596–598, 622–623

A fair copy of the draft constitution prepared by Stanisław August. The copy, written by

Scipione Piattoli, containing 86 articles was sent to Ignacy Potocki to examine. Dated
A memo, the signature of Ignacy Potocki [4 December 1790]; AGAD, APP, 197, pp. 515–518
th

The protracted deliberations over the bill on the form of government and the addition

of new deputies to parliament, most of them supporters of Stanisław August, prompted

Ignacy Potocki to seek an agreement with the king. On 4th December 1790, he asked

Stanisław August to prepare a draft of the constitution. Potocki himself presented the

king with his proposals concerning the future political system of the Commonwealth.
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January 20th 1791, the Projet de Constitution (Draft Constitution) first describes the

general principles, including the law of neminem captivabimus (no arrest without court

verdict), and then goes on to discuss the constitution of the legislature, i.e., the Sejm,
consisting of the Senate and the House of Deputies. In the section devoted to executive
power, the position of the king, the council and the highest ministers was discussed at
length and the establishment of a bank was envisaged. Several articles were devoted to the

organization of the army. The draft ended with articles on the functioning of the judiciary.
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Projet de Reforme de Constitution, draft [ January/February
1791]; AGAD, APP, 197, pp. 625–627, 639, 640

A fair copy of the draft constitution, most probably

drawn up by Scipione Piattoli with the participation of

Ignacy Potocki and the Marshal of the Sejm, Stanisław
Małachowski, on the basis of the Draft Constitution

of 20th January 1791. The draft contains 25 articles.
A new proposal for its wording (Projet de Reforme de

Constitution) emerged from the draft constitution,
complementing and clarifying it in many places. It

includes articles describing the basic rights of states:
nobility, townspeople and peasants; it unambiguously

defines the Roman Catholic denomination as the
dominant religion. It discusses the sejmiks (regional

parliaments) and the Sejm (parliament) and the

executive branch, including the order of succession.
Of particular interest is the clear break with the

principle, in force for several hundred years, that the
Polish throne must by occupied by men, because

it was realized that the Saxon elector, the supposed
heir to the throne, only had a daughter. It presents
in detail the composition and powers of the future

central government (called there straż (guard) – the
text of the draft is entirely in French, but this term has
been left in Polish, untranslated in several places). It

announces the development of a new code of civil and
criminal law, which should be considered particularly

important, and ends with a declaration abolishing

all laws that have been in force so far which stand in
conflict with the draft constitution.
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Constitutional law. Reform
of the Constitution, March
1791, Warsaw; AGAD, APP,

98, pp. 672–697

Translated and edited by Stanisław August, the Projet de Reforme de Constitution
contained 12 articles. Written in the hand of Aleksander Linowski, it includes

crossings-out and amendments made, among others, by the hand of Ignacy Potocki.
The draft text of the constitution drawn up by the king is a clear step towards the text

The Assurance – a declaration adopted at a meeting of deputies and senators on supporting the
draft Government Act, 2nd May 1791, Warsaw; AGAD, APP, 100, vol. 2, pp. 1–4

armed forces, education of royal children), and the layout of the text is also very similar.

The Assurance – a commitment to support in the Sejm the draft Government Act

Government Act.

a meeting at Marshal Stanisław Małachowski’s palace in Warsaw.

passed on 3rd May 1791. Some of the articles already have identical titles (e.g., national

It should be assumed that this text served as the basis for further editorial work on the

22

arranged and signed on the evening of 2nd May by 83 senators and deputies at

23

“From the morning of 3rd May the Sejm (parliamentary)

chamber was filling with a curious audience. On hearing
that the constitution act was supposed to be deliberated
upon in the Sejm that day, everyone ran to find out what

the fate of the homeland was to be. Worrying about the

good people and terrified by the threats from the evil ones,
the citizens went from fear to hope, impatiently awaiting
the moment which would remove that uncertainty, so

hard to bear. The majority of the audience, however,
finding all available seats already taken, filled the castle’s

halls, stairs and porches. It should not be forgotten that,
beforehand, the ‘champions’ of the Moscow option took
their seats, designated for them by the chiefs, inside the
Sejm chamber. They were permitted to do this, as if no

one realised what they were up to, but soon all those small
groups found themselves surrounded by people whose
commitment and courage were already proven, and so

those ‘champions’ quickly realised that not only violence

but not even a shadow of it would be allowed. This was
the only precaution taken on that day, in order to prevent

any indecent scene in the Sejm that would diminish the
sanctity of that day.”

On the Establishment and Fall of the Polish

Constitution of 3rd May 1791,

F. Ks. Dmochowski, H. Kołłątaj, I. Potocki, S. Potocki, first edition 1793

The passing of the 3rd May Constitution, K. Wojniakowski, 1806; Wikipedia
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The Government Act, 3rd May 1791
The deliberations of the Four-Year Sejm began against a favourable

international background. Among other things, the Russo-Turkish war broke out
(1787) and Russian troops were withdrawn from the Commonwealth. There was
also a decline in support for the pro-Russian orientation, and there was a noticeable

counterbalance to Russian influence in the policy of rapprochement with Prussia.
During the deliberations of the Sejm, important reforms to the political system

were passed, essential for strengthening the state and intending to overthrow

Russian control and protect independence. These included, amongst others,
military reform (increasing the size of the army), tax reforms and administrative
reforms (a statue on towns, the Constitution of 3rd May) and judicial reform. The

last great legislative work of the Four-Year Sejm was the Mutual Assurance of
Both Nations; an act that, while modifying the principles of the Polish-Lithuanian
Union, retained the federal character of the Commonwealth.

The Constitution of 3rd May was passed using a simplified procedure (on

its first reading) during a heated, Sejm session lasting over seven hours with
the participation of just 182 Sejm members. The Government Act was passed

by acclamation. However, as historians later established, of the total number of
members who took part in the session, 110 were supporters of the constitution

and 72 were opposed. Immediately after the act was passed, King Stanisław
August Poniatowski swore in the Constitution. Next those who had taken part in
the Sejm, along with the king and the marshals of the Sejm, went to the collegiate

church of St. John the Baptist (now the cathedral in the Old Town) in order to
take oaths.

Declaration of the Assembled States, 5th May 1791, Warsaw; AGAD, APP, 100, vol. 2, pp. 85–87
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A report by Franciszek Ksawery Woyna, Polish envoy to the Austrian court,
to King Stanisław August, reporting on the mood in Vienna after receiving the news of the
adoption of the Government Act (deciphered in the royal office), 14th May 1791, Vienna;
AGAD, Zbiór Popielów, 90, pp. 32–34

Rota of oaths for the national armed forces on fidelity to the Constitution of 3rd May [1791];
AGAD, Zbiór Popielów, 87, p. 125

Publications
First edition with information about the entry
in Warsaw’s official records
For the constitution to become a standing law, it wasn’t enough just to pass it

during the session of the Sejm which entered the annals of Polish parliamentary
history. It wasn’t enough to say a solemn mass in Warsaw’s St. John’s collegiate

church. It wasn’t enough to create fair copies with the signatures of the Sejm

marshals and deputies to the constitution and it wasn’t even enough to proclaim the

Declaration of the Assembled States passed on 5th May 1791 which abolished all the

laws that contradicted the Government Act and which ordered all the authorities,
civilian and military, to take an oath of faithfulness to the constitution. As with all

the other constitutions passed by the Four-Year Sejm, it was necessary to write the

text (oblata) into Warsaw’s judicial records and then to take an extract from those

records with the seal of the town’s judicial office and the signature of the Warsaw

town scribe. Only then did the Constitution, distributed in the form of extracts
from the Warsaw town records to the town offices across the whole territory of the

Commonwealth, become the law with full force. When, on 14th February 1794,

the Perpetual Council ordered the destruction of all documents related to the
Constitution of 3rd May, this referred primarily to those extracts. This is why they
cannot be found in the regional and town archives. They can occasionally be found

in the archives of the offices which were taken by the second partition because the

decrees of the Perpetual Council were not observed there. The extract here came
from the Archive of the Four-Year Sejm.

The Government Act [official publication in the form of an extract from the town records
of Warsaw], 5th May 1781 [3rd May 1791], Warsaw; AGAD, ASCzt., vol. XXV, sheets 357–360v
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The Government Act establishing the
foundations of the political system, the
laws of the states and the principles of
organization of the authorities of the
Commonwealth of Poland. Printed in
Warsaw by P. Dufour, H.M.’s Court
Counsellor and Director of the Cadet
Corps Printing house, 1791;
AGAD, Library, SD I 50

First Polish editions
In the introduction to the critical edition of the text of the Constitution of

May 3rd, Jerzy Kowecki stated that, within the first year of its adoption, 14 editions

of the text of the Government Act, approx. 20–30,000 copies, appeared in print.
This gives an idea of the huge level of interest in the new law. Moreover, the text
was published by the press at that time.

The text of the Constitution published in “Gazeta Narodowa i Obca”, No. 38, 11th May 1791;

AGAD, Library, 1288 vol. I, pp. 154, 158, 162, 166, 170, 174, 178, 181–182
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Forme Constitutionelle decrétée par acclamation dans la séance du 3 maj, sanctionnée a l’ unanimité,
dans la seancé suiante du 5 mai 1791, contemporary print (French); AGAD, Library, SD I 72

Shortly after the adoption of the Constitution of 3rd May, its text was published in
both Polish and French. Both versions were printed by the printing house of the

Cadet Corps, whose director from 1784 was Piotr Dufour (1730–1797), a printer and

bookseller of French origin who had settled in Poland in the 1770s. Dufour also ran
his own typography, initially in the Old Town Square, then on Świętojerska Street, and

then on Krzywe Koło Street. In the years 1788–1791 he concentrated on publishing
materials related to the debates of the Great Sejm.

New Constitution of the Government of Poland Established by the Revolution, the 3rd of May, London.
Printed for J. Debrett opposite Burlington House, Piccadilly M. D. CC. XCI,
National Library, sign. ref. XVIII.2.3374, reprint PWN, Warsaw 1991

The first mentions of the adoption of the Constitution of 3rd May appeared in English

newspapers: in “Time” and “The Morning Chronicle” on 20th May and next in “The London

Gazette” on 21st May; i.e., 17 and 18 days after it was passed. Usually, news from Poland
took three to four weeks to appear in London. By 23rd May some ten newspapers had already

published the news about the Constitution. A summary of the Constitution itself (in ten
points) was published in the 23rd May edition of “The Oracle”. In June, three newspapers
even published translations of the full text of the Constitution: “The Star”, “The Morning

Chronicle” and “The Lloyd’s Evening Post”. This was the achievement of Franciszek Bukaty
who had organised the translation of the Constitution at the end of May. The announcement

about the translation appeared on 31st May in “The Morning Chronicle”. It is estimated that

the total circulation of dailies and evening papers published in London at that time was about
25,000, and the habit of reading aloud gives an estimated audience of 250,000.
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The first anniversary of passing
the Government Act
Preparations for celebrating the anniversary of the Constitution of

3 May started several months in advance. The most important decisions
rd

about the celebrations were taken during a Sejm session on 15th March
1792. It was decided to connect the constitution celebration with the name

day of Stanislaw August and with official thanks from the voivodship, land,
and district deputies for the constitution. The national marshals were to

prepare a detailed plan for the celebrations. In April 1792, Pope Pius VI gave
permission to move the holiday of St. Stanislaw from 8th May to 3rd May.

On 3rd May 1792, the main celebrations began at 9 o’clock in the Church

of St. Cross on Krakowskie Przedmiescie Street in Warsaw. It started with

a jubilee session of the Sejm during which delegates from each provincial
sejm (Lesser Poland, Greater Poland and the Great Lithuanian Principality)

delivered speeches of thanksgiving. Then a solemn mass was celebrated by
the Bishop of Poznań, Antoni Okęcki, and the sermon was delivered by

priest Antonin Malinowski. Later the participants went in procession to
Ujazdowski Square, where Stanisław August laid the cornerstone under the

Temple of Divine Providence. The construction of the church, as a votive gift
of the nation for the passing of the Constitution Act had been proclaimed in
the Declaration of the Assembled States. Today, there is still a preserved fragment
of the construction of that church, on the grounds of the Botanical Garden.

The celebrations, which were planned thoroughly and on a grand scale,

were supposed to show the nation’s support for the introduce reforms and

the nation’s unity in the face of a difficult political situation and the threat
of Russian intervention.

The Church of St. Cross on Krakowskie Przedmiescie Street in Warsaw, 1819;
AGAD, Zbiór kartograficzny, 92–4
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“revolutionary Sejm of 1788” from all the offices in the entire country and their

delivery to the Perpetual Council’s archive (here, they were meant to be destroyed).

Gathering the documents took until the outbreak of the Kosciuszko Uprising.

War and downfall
On 27 April 1792, in Petersburg, a group of opponents to the reforms of the
th

Fragments of archives that weren’t destroyed are preserved in the Central Archives

of Historical Records in the so-called Lithuanian Metrica collection VII and IX.
Among those documents is a two-volume collection of original Sejm acts handed
over from the Crown Metrica.

Great Sejm, including Stanisław Szczęsny Potocki, Seweryn Rzewuski and the

great hetman of the crown Franciszek Ksawery Branicki, signed and swore an act of
confederation (created by the Russian civil servant Vasil Popov) through which the

confederation participants were asking Russia for military assistance in reinstating
the former political system to the Commonwealth.

The predated act of confederation was proclaimed on 18th May in Targowica

(a town belonging to Szczęsny Potocki on the territory of the Commonwealth). On
the same day the Russian envoy to Warsaw, Jakov Bulchakov, submitted a declaration
that the Russian Army had crossed the Commonwealth’s borders.

Greatly outnumbering the Polish forces and with much greater battle experience,

the Russian troops quickly penetrated deep into Commonwealth territory. The

Lithuanian Army was routed. The Army of the Crown, commanded by Prince Józef
Poniatowski, gained several victories as it beat an orderly retreat, e.g., in the battle of
Zieleniec on 18th June, which Stanisław August honoured by establishing the Virtuti

Militari order.

Aware of the mismatch in their military forces, neither Stanisław August, nor the

Sejm leaders believed the war could be won. They treated warfare rather as a display

of resistance which was supposed to assure a better negotiating position with Russia.
Empress Catharine II (Catharine the Great) was offered the hereditary throne of
Poland for her grandson, Great Prince Konstantin, in return for retaining some parts

of the Four-Year Sejm reforms. Catharine II did not agree to any of the Polish terms,
demanding unconditional capitulation and that Stanisław August join the Targowica
Confederation, which he did on 24th July 1792.

The Targowica Confederation, after taking power, suspended the legislation of

the Great Sejm, and the Grodno Sejm passed an act annulling it all on 23rd November
1793. Based on that act, the Perpetual Council, which was reinstated by proclamation

on 14th November 1794, demanded the removal of all materials connected to the
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The declaration by the
Russian envoy, Jakov
Bulchakov, on the entry
of Russian troops to the
Commonwealth of Poland,
bilingual Russian-Polish
text, 18th May 1792;
AGAD, Archiwum Królestwa
Polskiego, box 90,
sheets 463–468

39

Signature of Stanisław August: a note revealing the division of votes (7 : 5) for and against
the king’s accession to the Targowica Confederation during the meeting on 23rd July 1792 at
the Royal Castle in Warsaw, 23rd [26] July 1792, Warsaw; AGAD, Archiwum Królestwa Polskiego,
356 II, pp. 775

After receiving a reply on 21st July (Saturday) from the Russian envoy, Jakov Bulchakov,
(a letter from Empress Catherine II, addressed to Stanisław August, demanding the king’s
unconditional surrender), and after a family meeting on the following day (Sunday), on
23rd July (Monday), the king called a meeting for a dozen or so people representing the

highest authorities of the Commonwealth of Poland. The following were present at the

Royal Castle meeting: 1. Primate Michał Poniatowski; 2. Grand Marshal of the Crown,
Michał Mniszech; 3. Lithuanian Grand Marshal Ignacy Potocki; 4. Lithuanian Court

Marshal Stanisław Sołtan; 5. Grand Crown Chancellor Jacek Małachowski; 6. Deputy
Chancellor of the Crown Hugo Kołłątaj; 7. Lithuanian vice-chancellor Joachim
Chreptowicz; 8. Court Treasurer of the Crown Tomasz Ostrowski; 9. Lithuanian Court

Treasurer Antoni Dziekoński; 10. Grand Lithuanian Treasurer Ludwik Tyszkiewicz;
11. Marshal of the Sejm and the Crown Confederation Stanisław Małachowski;
12. Marshal of the Lithuanian Confederation Kazimierz Nestor Sapieha; 13. Kazimierz

Poniatowski. It was at this meeting that, as a result of voting, the decision was finally made
on royal accession to the Targowica Confederation.The Chancellor, Hugo Kołłątaj, is said

to have declared: “Today, Good Lord, we need to join the Targowica Confederation, not
tomorrow; every moment is precious because the blood of Poles is drenched in it.”
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A letter from Catherine II to Stanisław August in which she upholds her position set out in
the declaration of 18th May, recommending the restoration of the former political system of
the Commonwealth, 13th July 1792, Tsarskoye Selo; AGAD, Zbiór Popielów, 390, pp. 67–69

On The Establishment and
Fall of the Polish Constitution
of 3rd May 1791
This work was extensive, consisting of two volumes and over 500 printed

pages. As Andrzej Zahorski wrote in the publication Spór o Stanisław Augusta
(The dispute over Stanisław August), published nearly half a century ago: “it was

probably the first work in modern Poland in the field of political propaganda
[...] written down in black and white”. The first editions of this work, inspired by

Kołłątaj and edited by Dmochowski, are full of riddles. The place of publication

of this anonymous text is Metz of Lorraine, and the date of publication is

1793. Karol Estreicher believed that the work was published in Krakow by Jan
Antoni Maj. More recent studies assume, following Józef Szczepniec, that On the
Establishment... was in fact published in Leipzig by the publisher Johann Gottlob

Immanuel Breitkopf. The next edition gives Lviv 1793 as its place of publication

but, again, this is not true, because the work was published in Warsaw in 1794.
With the participation of Samuel Bogumił Linde as translator, Vom Entstehen und

Untergange der polnischen Konstitution vom 3ten May 1791 was also published in
German, this time actually in Lviv, in 1793.

By the end of 1793, On the Establishment... was already being sold in Poland,

and was widely distributed during the Uprising. Andrzej Zahorski wrote: “This
book played a special role in ‘The dispute over Stanisław August’. It was written
by the people who were preparing the insurrection with the express purpose of

winning over the hearts and minds of the nation to battle. On the Establishment...

was intended by its authors as a work of propaganda; it was meant to show
On the Establishment and Fall of the
Polish Constitution of 3rd May 1791
[F. Ks. Dmochowski, H. Kołłątaj,
I. Potocki, S. Potocki], first edition 1793,
title pages of editions from the 19th
century; Kolekcja Starych Druków,
BIH UW, S.8.175

Poles that an armed struggle for Poland was the only way to maintain Poland
as an independent state. All negotiations, compromises, acts of humility and
humiliation led to nothing, did not achieve the goal, did not suppress the appetites

of possessive neighbors. So, one had to fight and win; one had to learn the strategy
for victory from the French who were able to defend Poland from the forays of all
of monarchical Europe”.
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Subsequent editions of On the Estab-

lishment... were published in Warsaw in 1830

and in Paris 1867–1871, The People’s Library

no. 21–26. This last edition is particularly

interesting due to the format and the purpose

it served, i.e., for delivery to Poland. This edition

was published by the Luxembourg Bookshop

(Polish Bookshop in Paris), founded in 1864

by Jean-Baptiste Vasseur. The co-initiator of

the creation of the bookshop was Władysław

Mickiewicz, son of Adam Mickiewicz, who ran it

independently between 1867–1889. The bookshop

dealt with the publication of Polish works and the

problems of Poland in Polish and French. During

its relatively short existence (1864–1889), many

masterpieces of Polish fiction, scientific works (approx.

200 titles) and political publications were published.

One of its first undertakings was to establish the Polish

People’s Library (1866–1871), for which it published

69 volumes. By 1869, the People’s Library boasted some

4,500 titles. It was destroyed in 1871 and closed in 1889.
It was also no coincidence that, almost simultaneously

with the Paris edition of On the Establishment..., a book

written by Stanisław August was posthumously published,

also in Paris, but under the name of his chamberlain

Mikołaj Wolski. Obrona Stanisława Augusta (In defence

of Stanisław August) was in fact the royal response to

On the Establishment..., the propaganda publication of the

supporters of insurrection.
The partition treaty between Prussia
and the Commonwealth of Poland,
25th September 1793, Grodno;

AGAD, Archiwum Koronne Warszawskie,
Dział Pruskie, 24/9

The 19th century
Attempts to celebrate publicly the anniversary of the passing of the Constitution of

3 May 1791 were also undertaken during the partitions. All the partitioning powers
rd

banned celebration of the anniversary, but it was slightly easier to organise national

celebrations in Galicia, or even in the Prussian sector. From the 1880s, progressive

Jews from Kraków and Lviv organised evenings devoted to the Constitution. A service
was organised in the “Tempel” synagogue in Kraków on the 100th anniversary
of its adoption, attended by huge crowds of Poles and Jews. Discussions about the

importance of the Constitution of 3rd May took place in émigré political circles and

among eminent historians connected to the Jagiellonian University (i.e., the Cracow
historical school). These resulted from the need to reflect on the future of the nation

and the causes of the fall of the Commonwealth. Their fundamental method of battling
for Polish independence was through the use of their pens, mainly via the Historical

Society, founded in Lviv in 1886. During the years of struggle for Polish independence,
the Constitution lived on in people’s memories and the mass demonstrations that took

place on the 100th and 125th anniversaries of its adoption helped people commemorate

their lost nation, despite the serious repression demonstrators risked within the
Russian-controlled territory.

At this point it is worth noting that it was in fact here, in the Kingdom of

Poland, as early as 1831, that a text was written which can be considered the first

ever draft of a Constitution for a United Europe. Written by Wojciech Bogumił

Jastrzębowski during breaks in the fighting for the defence of Warsaw (the battle
of Olszynka Grochowska of 25th February 1831) and with final edits on 30th April

1831, this draft was published, not coincidentally, on 3rd May 1831, on the anniversary
of the May Constitution. Jastrzebowski’s draft of 77 articles included, among other
things, the following:

“National laws will guarantee the equality of people who make up one nation, while

the guarantee of equality of European nations will be European laws, which are to

constitute the basis of an eternal covenant in Europe (Art. 2) and All nations belonging
to the eternal covenant in Europe are equally subject to European laws (Art. 12).”

After the fall of the November Uprising, in 1832, significant restrictions were

imposed on the autonomy of the Kingdom of Poland: the suspension of the constitution,
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The Constitution for a United Europe written by Wojciech
Bogumił Jastrzębowski, 30 IV 1831 r., handwritten, Warsaw;
AGAD, Królewskie Towarzystwo Przyjaciół Nauk, sign. ref. 78

First draft of this document was written by Wojciech
Bogumił Jastrzębowski during breaks in the fighting
for the defence of Warsaw (the battle of Olszynka
Grochowska of 25th February 1831) and with final
edits on 30th April 1831, this draft was published, not
coincidentally, on 3rd May 1831, on the anniversary of the
May Constitution.
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the incorporation of the Polish army into the Russian, the liquidation of the Polish

parliament and local authorities. Until the January Uprising of 1863/1864, the Russian
authorities successfully suppressed any attempts at resistance from Polish society.

Thousands of Poles were forced to leave their homeland after the November

Uprising, going mainly to France. The post-uprising, so-called “great” emigration
played an enormous role in the cultural and political life of both countries.

The May Holiday was not forgotten. Adam Mickiewicz referred to it in his Polish

national epic Pan Tadeusz, or The Last Foray in Lithuania, published in 1834 in Paris.

The famous concert of the Jew Jankiel, also known as the “concert to end all concerts”,
is a fragment from Book XII of the epic, entitled Let’s make love! performed on the
occasion of Tadeusz’s engagement to Zosia. In it, Mickiewicz recalls the historical events

preceding the fall of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The five-part concert is
a musical illustration of the period from the adoption of the 3rd May Constitution to

the formation of the Polish Legions in Italy. The first part refers to the Constitution

of 1791 that reformed the political system of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth:
The final years of the 1890s saw the resurgence of a desire for independence in the

Kingdom. In early 1887, the Union of Polish Youth “Zet” was formed, supported by its

patron from 1888, the Polish League (Liga Polska), created in emigration in summer

“All at once from many strings

the Central Committee of the League was established in Warsaw which began to

Had become vocal with bells and cymbals and drums.

1887, comprising members of the older generation of independence activists. In 1888,
coordinate the work of the league across the partitioned territories. Both organisations
were dedicated to restoring Polish independence, through educational activities

Burst forth a sound as though a whole janissaries’ band
The Polonnaise of the Third of May thundered forth!

The rippling notes breathed of joy, they poured joy into one’s ears;

amongst Warsaw workers and peasants and organising street demonstrations; their

The girls wanted to dance and the boys could not stand still –

supporters, took over the organisation in 1893, turning the Polish League into the

To those happy years when the Senate and the House of Deputies,

great champion was a young “Zet” activist, Roman Dmowski who, together with his
National League (Liga Narodowa).

One of the first opportunities to organise a street demonstration was the

100 anniversary of the passing of the Constitution of 3 May, which fell in 1891. The
th

rd

organisers understood that commemorating national anniversaries was an excellent
method of historical education for the youth from Russian-controlled Poland, who had
been denied the chance of learning their own history in their ‘Russified’ schools. While

celebrations of the 100th anniversary of the Constitution of 3rd May took place pretty
much everywhere across [Austro-Hungarian] Galicia, (with academic celebrations and

artistic events) and within the Prussian territories ways were found to celebrate the
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But the notes carried the thoughts of the old men back into the past,
After that great day of the Third of May, celebrated in the assembly hall
The reconciliation of King and Nation;

When they danced and sang ’Vivat our beloved King,
Vivat the Diet, vivat the people, vivat all classes!’”

Jankiel’s Concert
Drawing: Cyprian Kamil Norwid, 1848
Source: A. Mickiewicz, Pan Tadeusz or The last foray in Lithuania, a story of life among Polish
gentlefolk in the years 1811 and 1812, in twelve books (English translation: 1917, J.M. Dent,
pp. 323–324)

A fragment of a printed
brochure with an article
by Juliusz Miklaszewski,
a gymnasium professor, on
the 100th anniversary of the
Constitution of 3rd May,
published in Krakow in
1891; AGAD, Akta parafii
wyznania rzymskokatolickiego
z archidiecezji lwowskiej, zesp.
nr 303, sign. ref. 27, pp. 1–17

anniversary albeit in a somewhat limited form, (i.e., indoors), in the Russian-

controlled territory the appeal to participate in a demonstration hit home

mainly among students and one of the important elements of the marches
was to march to the Botanical Garden where, in 1792, a foundation stone had

been placed under the Temple of the Divine Providence. The newspapers of

Kraków and Warsaw wrote about this first march in varying tones (including
the “Kurier Warszawski” [Warsaw Courier] from May 1891).

Arrests and investigations followed, which also picked up “Zet” activists,

including Roman Dmowski. The way the anniversary had been organised
(printing of leaflets calling for participation, commemorative medals), convinced

the Russians that there was a secret independence organisation behind the
demonstrations. Despite the great difference between the Russian-controlled
territory and the rest of the country in their starting points and opportunities
to organise political and social activities, the tradition of holding an annual

commemoration of 3rd May became a fixed event among Warsaw’s students

and, in time, became more than an event just for the young. However, Poles

who dared to mark this anniversary publicly were severely punished. In 1892,
Stanisław Wiktor Mieczyński, a Polish teacher, translator and patriotic activist,
laid a bouquet of flowers on the anniversary of the Constitution of 3rd May. For
this transgression he was arrested in Warsaw by the Russian secret police and
sentenced to three years’ exile in Odessa.

Over the following years the media reported the scuffles and arrests in

Warsaw, where academic and intelligentsia circles were very active; less so in the
provinces. The police arrested people caught tossing bouquets of flowers into
the ruins of the Temple of Divine Providence in the Botanical Garden, as they

organised coordinated roundups of youth on Warsaw’s streets. Over time the

demonstrations were joined by an increasingly diverse groups of society. During
the years of revolution, the pressure inevitably increased and demonstrations

were only permitted to within the limits of public order. After 1907, the
3rd May celebrations became only symbolic in nature. The revolutionary theme

became weaker and, in turn, the authorities felt no need to intervene. The
annual celebration of the Constitution of 3rd May only started to be marked
again in 1916.
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Austrians, education was given in Polish again (i.a. the Polish University and

Polytechnic were opened in Warsaw) and the social and political activity of
Poles flourished.

1916
The conflict of the First World War, during which the partitioners found

themselves in 1914 in opposing political and military camps, brought the Polish
question into their political calculations. The German and Austro-Hungarian

The relatively liberal approach of the German and Austrian authorities to Poles

from Russian-occupied territory of the Kingdom of Poland, which aimed to sway

public opinion to favour their political-military goals, allowed for the organisation
of numerous patriotic events on 3rd May 2016 to celebrate the 125th anniversary

of the Constitution. These took place not just in cities, but also in village
parishes.

The largest event was held in Warsaw, where the “3rd May Anniversary

spring 1915 offensive against the Russian army gave them control of Polish

Celebration Committee” was specially convened, bringing together for the

situation for Polish people on important territory which had been controlled

city: pupils, students, members of educations associations, civic and charitable

lands which had hitherto been part of the Russian Empire. This changed the

by the Russian authorities. Within the territory occupied by the Germans and

event representatives of different community and professional groups from the
institutions, political parties, artisan guilds, associations and sports clubs and
professional and civic unions.

The sheer number, size and popularity of the events made a deep impression

on the German and Austrian authorities, causing them to take Polish matters into

account even more in their political calculations. They also gave the Polish people
themselves a clear picture of their own political power, despite not having their
own state.

The march of 1916; AGAD, Zbiór z Muzeum Narodowego, 1198
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The months following the occupation of Warsaw by

the Germans in August 1915 saw the rapid development
of the Polish-language press, with the consent of the new
occupiers. In addition to serious commentary from numerous

newspapers on the developing situation in Poland and around

the world, satirical magazines were also gaining popularity.
One of these was “Diabeł” [Devil] launched in 1916. It was
a satirical and entertainment magazine in which Russia and

its supporters, the National Democrats, were mocked, while

praising the advantages of the German army. The main
figure associated with the magazine was Wacław Pobóg-

Pabudziński. It also devoted a special edition to the events of
3rd May 1916, although the tone of the content was different

to that of other newspapers; referring to a “cultural pattern”
commonly recognized by Poles. “Diabeł” was an ephemeral

magazine. Its name referred to the weekly magazine “Diabeł
Warszawski” [Warsaw Devil], launched in 1913, which was

also a satirical and humorous magazine edited by Adam
Witold Koszutski.

A fragment of the satirical magazine “Diabeł” (Devil)
[no. 10 of 3rd May 1916], containing a reference through the figure
of Wojciech Bartos [Wojciech Bartos-Głowacki] to events from the
time of the fall of the First Polish Republic (the Commonwealth)
and the national march of 3rd May 1916, at the same time
showing the ideological profile of the magazine, Warsaw;
AGAD, Zbór Ewangelicko-Augsburski, 583, p. 464
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The City Militia of the Capital City of Warsaw was a paid, professional

Polish police force armed with slashing weapons, officially established on

1st February 1916. It was created out of the Civic Guards established under

Russian rule at the end of July 1915, which operated as an honorary, free

security service. Prince Franciszek Radziwiłł was active in the Command

of the Guard from the outset. The swift installation of German police
authorities in occupied Warsaw caused a sharp reduction of the original

importance of the Civic Guards. The German authorities tried to completely
eliminate the formation, but Prince Radziwiłł (descended from a line related
to the German Hohenzollerns) suggested that Governor Beseler transform

it into a professional City Militia. This service was established “to ensure the

safety of the capital and its inhabitants,” and Prince Franciszek Radziwiłł
became its head. The service consisted of about 2,000 officers. They received
uniforms modelled on those of lancers and sabres as weapons.

Even though the City Militia only acted as an auxiliary body for the

German police and military authorities, it became the principal source
of officers for the State Police established in independent Poland in 1919.

A photo of prince Franciszek Radziwiłł in the uniform of the Head of the City
Militia of the capital city of Warsaw, published in the weekly magazine Świat, issue 19,
devoted almost entirely to the 125th anniversary of the adoption of the Constitution
of 3rd May, 6th May 1916, Warsaw; AGAD, Zbór Ewangelicko-Augsburski, 583, p. 489
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The National Workers’ Union (Narodowy związek robotniczy, NZR) was

a political organization of Polish workers founded in 1905 in the territory of the

Kingdom of Poland under Russian rule. Although it came from the nationaldemocratic movement, as a result of differences in attitudes towards Russia and

reluctance about the tactical alliance of the National Democrats with Russia, its

activists broke off their cooperation with the national-democratic movement.
In 1908, NZR activists clearly spoke out against Russia, which pushed them
to cooperate with other anti-Russian parties and political groups (the so-called
Polish irredentists) before the outbreak of World War I. In 1911, the National

Workers’ Union became a member of the Polish Confederation political platform
and, in 1912, a member of the Provisional Committee of the Confederated

Independence Parties (KSSN), grouping all political parties from the Kingdom

of Poland and Galicia willing to act jointly against Russia and counting on the
outbreak of a pan-European armed conflict. This agreement was followed by

paramilitary organizations: the Riflemen’s Association (Związek Strzelecki), the

Rifle Society (Towarzystwo ‘Strzelec’) and the Polish Rifle Teams (Polskie Drużyny

Strzeleckie). The road to independence was seen in the armed struggle against

Russia undertaken at the time of the conflict between the partitioning powers (at

the end of 1913, the first word “Provisional” disappeared from the name). However,
each of the political organizations had full independence in the implementation

of social programmes within the KSSN. Before the outbreak of World War I,
the NZR activists became the co-architects of a temporary agreement between

two independence movements: the socialist and nationalist. After the outbreak of
war in 1914, the activists of the National Workers’ Union actively participated in

political independence activities, both those undertaken in Galicia and, above all,
in the Kingdom of Poland (Łódź, Warsaw, Zagłębie Dąbrowskie) as part of the

Supreme Committee of the United Independence Parties (from August 1915).
Finally, after the entire territory of the Kingdom of Poland was taken over by
German and Austrian troops, the National Workers’ Union became part of the
Central National Committee, a grouping of left-wing independence supporters
A letter from the Main Board of the National Workers’ Union to the Board of the Museum
of Industry and Agriculture in Warsaw, informing that they were sending a copy of the
organization’s badge used during the march held on 3rd May 1916 (including the badge),
no date, Warsaw; AGAD, Zbiór z Muzeum Narodowego, 1198, pp. 795–796

formed in Warsaw in December 1915.

The most significant NZR activists during the World War I were Marian

Rapacki, Władysław Malangiewicz and Jan Stanisław Jankowski (who became
a Government Delegate for Poland during World War II).
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The National-Radical Party was a political grouping of intelligentsia from

the territory of the Kingdom of Poland created before World War I. Even
before the outbreak of the war, it criticized the national democrats (NDs) who
focused on cooperation with Russia. However, after the outbreak of war in 1914

and the establishment of the Union of Independence Organizations in the
Kingdom of Poland (a political representation of groups cooperating with Polish

activists from Galicia), its activists decided not to support the Supreme National
Committee in Krakow against Russia unequivocally. The National-Radical
Party co-created the so-called the Centre Bloc which, despite the emerging

military superiority of the Central Powers (Germany and Austria-Hungary)

over Russia, considered it premature unequivocally to take their side. Accepting
Pennant-badge with the slogan “Freedom-Entirety-Independence” belonging to a member
of the National-Radical Party taking part in the march on 3rd May 1916, no date, Warsaw;
AGAD, Zbiór z Muzeum Narodowego, 1198, pos. X

the idea of joint political representation of the Russian partition, the National-

-Radical Party, however, did not want to speak out against Russia. It was only

the occupation of Warsaw by the German army in August 1915 and the full
clarification of the new political situation that prompted National-Radical
Party activists to seek agreement with the left independence (organized as part

of the Supreme Committee of the United Independence Parties). However,
it was only after the march of 3rd May 1916 that the National-Radical Party

established greater cooperation with the Central National Committee in Warsaw.
The most significant representatives of the National-Radical Party were Stanisław
Patek and Eugeniusz Śmiarowski.

Cotillion of 1916

AGAD, Zbór Ewangelicko-Augsburski, 583

On the brink of independence
The celebrations and patriotic marches on the occasion of the 125th anniversary

of the passing of the Constitution in May 1916 launched the annual celebration

of the Constitution as had happened back in 1792. The Sejm formally made the
anniversary of the Constitution of 3rd May a public holiday for the reborn state.

In 1920, at the request of the Polish bishops after Poland regained indepen-

dence, Pope Benedict XV established the holy day of the Most Holy Virgin Mary,
Queen of Poland.

In addition, in the preamble to the new constitution of March 1921, there was

a reference to the Government Act: “harking back to the fantastic tradition of the
‘unforgettable’ Constitution of 3rd May”.

Commemorative medal of 1916
AGAD, Zbór Ewangelicko-Augsburski, 583

A photo of a group of members of the Christian Association of Commercial and Industrial
Officials in Warsaw taking part in the national march on 3rd May 1916, Warsaw;
AGAD, Zbiór z Muzeum Narodowego, 1198, p. 773
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Act on the national holiday of May 3rd (29th of April, 1919)

In 1919, the Legislative Sejm recognized the anniversary of the adoption of the

May 3rd Constitution as a national holiday of the reborn state. Journal of Polish Laws,

30th of April 1919 (Dz. Praw P. Pol.1919.38.281).

The preamble to the March Constitution

The March Constitution was published in the Journal of Laws on 1st June 1921

(Dz.U. 1921 no. 44 position 267).
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