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«Treasury settlements» accepted by the General 
Diet in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
(1569-1791). A purely feudal institution or 
a great step towards modern parliamentary 
control on the implementation of the budget by 
the government?

tomasz kucharski

Introduction 

According to the thesis, strongly rooted 
in Polish historiography and the histo-
ry of law science, the General Diet in the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the 
years 1572-1795 should not be perceived 
as a classic state representation1. This is 
best expressed by the opinion of Professor 
Wacław Uruszczak, who in his synthesis of 
the history of Poland’s legal system before 
1795 wrote:

The Diet was not […] a body representing the 
estate society in front of the monarch appointed 
to protect state privileges. It was a body of leg-
islative and governing-controlling power […]. 
Comparing it to feudal estate assemblies is mis-
guided. It was essentially a parliament, analo-
gous to modern parliaments2. 

This opinion was, of course, posed very 
firmly by the Cracow scholar. Undoubt-
edly, it should be remembered that the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth be-
longed to the group of feudal states in terms 

of the socio-economic system. Before 1795, 
the Polish society had an estate structure 
and the General Diet was an assembly rep-
resenting only one of those estates – no-
bility. Therefore, it was not a fully «dem-
ocratic» or fully «representative» in the 
modern sense of these terms.

It is worth remembering, however, that 
the scope of functions performed by the 
General Diet was in early modern times, 
taking into account obvious differences, to 
a large extent similar to those performed 
by the parliaments of modern democratic 
and constitutional states3. The Diet had a 
monopoly in the field of legislative power 
(it was enacting laws – legal acts containing 
universally binding legal norms). It also 
decided in matters of ratification of inter-
national agreements. In addition, it held 
a number of creative competences to elect 
certain state officials. The most interesting 
feature of the Diet was, however, its role in 
the field of controlling administrative bod-
ies. The Diet had a wide range of instru-
ments to perform its control function over 
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state officials (including the king himself). 
My article will be devoted to one of the most 
important ones – control of settlements 
of the highest central treasury authorities 
from the 16th to the 18th century4.

The basic objective of presented analy-
sis will be to answer the question: to what 
extent the solutions adopted under the 
3rd May Constitution in the area of parlia-
mentary control over treasury settlements 
have been taken from previous legal norms 
and earlier practice? This will allow me 
to undertake a contributory reflection on 
whether the feudal experiences could have 
influenced the formation of modern par-
liamentary mechanisms of constitutional 
control (including the emergence of the 
voting on approval of the implementation 
of the budget by the government).

The aim of presented reflections will be 
to demonstrate the model of control over 
the activities of the treasury administra-
tion by the General Diet, in the course of 
its historical development. Most important 
historical sources used in the first place for 
the need of current analysis were normative 
acts – mainly the laws enacted by the Gen-
eral Diet5. Consequently, the comments on 
the practical side of conducting this activity 
will only be taken into account marginally, 
where necessary for the consistency of the 
argument. For this purpose, I have used var-
ious types of historical sources: journalistic 
texts, published and hand-written treasury 
documents of the so-called «treasury ar-
chive» and unofficial minutes on General 
Diets debates. It is worth emphasizing that 
the presented topic has been partially sub-

Polish Sejm during the reign of August II the Strong. Coeval engraving
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ject to numerous scientific works, which 
will be widely used in this article.

1.  The tax and treasury system of the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth

1.1.  The genesis of the tax laws of the nobility

In order to properly analyze the discussed 
issues, I am obliged to present sever-
al comments, regarding the organization 
of the tax system and the functioning of 
the treasury administration in the Com-
monwealth. This is particularly important 
because the Polish treasury system of the 
early modern period should be considered 
unique in the European context.

The Polish nobility obtained tax free-
dom as early as in the Middle Ages. A cul-
mination of a centuries-long struggle with 
the Polish monarchs in this field was the 
enactment by the Diet in Radom in 1505 
of a law prohibiting the establishment of 
any laws (including tax provisions) with-
out the consent of the nobility expressed at 
the General Diet. This law bears the tradi-
tional name of Nihil novi (which translates 
to «nothing new» in English). As a con-
sequence, in the early modern period, the 
rule was accepted that the establishment of 
taxes should be considered as the basic and 
fully independent competence of the Gen-
eral Diet. This concerned determination of 
a type of tax, subject of taxation, rate, du-
ration of tax, as well as the frequency and 
method of its collection6.

1.2.  Organization of treasury

1.2.1.  Public treasury and court treasury of 
the king

Obtaining the full control over the state fi-
nances by the Diet under the Nihil Novi con-
stitution would not be feasible if it were not 
for a comprehensive reform of the tax and 
treasury system of 1504. It was then that the 
king’s treasury and public treasury (sub-
jected to the full control of the Diet) were 
formally separated.

The first of the treasuries was supple-
mented by the monarch’s traditional in-
come, including leases of certain tolls and 
duties (and other fees due to kings), as well 
as royal monopoly economic residues. The 
most important source of income of this 
treasure, was, however, land estates be-
longing to the royal domain under the di-
rect royal management. They were called 
the «royal table» estates, as the proceeds 
from them, according to the name, were al-
located for the maintenance of the monarch 
himself, his family and officials as well as 
other «employees» of his court.

The income of the second treasury – 
the «public» one – came from the tax-
es passed by the Diet. The tax system was 
structured in such a way that each and 
every convened Diet had to agree to taxes 
of a certain type. Taxes passed in this way 
were paid always only once. This meant 
that, after collecting the tax imposed by the 
Diet, the tax liabilities of taxpayers were 
considered to be performed and their tax 
obligations definitely fulfilled. In the con-
sequence, if the next Diet did not enact an 
appropriate law on taxation, the state was 
deprived of tax sources for financing its ac-
tivities. This principle has caused the great 
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problems for the Commonwealth in a long 
period of notorious so-called «breakups» 
of the Diets by using the liberum veto in the 
second half of the 17th and the beginning of 
the 18th century7. This state of affairs has 
only been modified by the tax reforms of 
the so-called «Mute» Diet of 1717, which 
reorganized the public treasury. From 
this moment on, it was to be supplied with 
«fixed» taxes. Therefore, the necessity of 
each tax resolution being adopted by every 
subsequent Diet was abolished8.

The tax system of the Commonwealth was 
complicated, and the types of taxes adopted 
by the Diet, varied. Direct taxes were in ex-
istence (per area of arable fields or a general 
head-count tax), alongside indirect taxes 
(turnover taxes on consumption, mainly 
on liquor license and sale of alcoholic bev-
erages). Special lump-sum taxes were paid 
by cities and communities associating eth-
noreligious minorities (Jews and Tatars). 
Some taxes were paid in kind – the most 
important was the tribute for feeding the 
army in the winter (so-called «hiberna»). 
Diets also passed certain customs duties and 
regulations regarding the benefits of state 
monopolies – including tobacco and snuff9. 
The deep reform of taxation was brought 
only by the 3rd May Constitution, which in-
troduced income taxes for two groups of 
people who previously enjoyed freedom 
from tax obligations – nobles and clergy10.

Of course, the shape of tax obligations 
depended on many factors (including so-
cial status). It should be remembered, 
that tax and treasury law was not uniform 
for the whole country, individual provinc-
es had their local separateness in this re-
spect. Consequently, the tax system of the 
Commonwealth was quite complicated. The 
expert on the subject, economist and histo-

rian Roman Rybarski even wrote about the 
problem of «excessive fiscalism»11.

1.2.2.  Quart treasury

In 1562, a third separate treasure was es-
tablished, which was called the quart treas-
ury. It was financed from a special tax, 
using modern language, «purposeful». 
The income from this tax could be used 
only for a specific purpose (in this case 
for maintaining a permanent army on the 
south-eastern border of the Common-
wealth). Only those who lease a specially 
separated type of royal property (so-called 
«krolewszczyzny») were obliged to pay. By 
law, this type of goods had to be passed on 
to private individuals as awards for merits 
and achievements for the state. Tenants 
were required to transfer a quarter of their 
earnings to the treasury once a year. That’s 
where the name of the tax came from – 
«the quart tax». With time, another analo-
gous tax was introduced for the purpose of 
artillery maintenance – it was the so-called 
«second quart» or «new quart». From 
that moment on, contrary to their names, 
each of these taxes was not a quarter but a 
fifth of the lessee’s income from royal es-
tates. The lessees, therefore, paid a high, 
40% income tax. The quart treasury was 
interesting especially because it was, in a 
sense, something between the public and 
the royal treasury. On one hand, it was 
maintained from taxes, and taxpayers were 
private individuals. On the other hand, the 
quart tax was fixed, did not require regular 
renewal at each subsequent Diet and was 
paid from royal grounds, although leased 
by private persons12.
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1.2.3.  Budget

The evolution of parliamentary practice and 
tax resolutions of the General Diet in the 
Commonwealth in the years 1504-1717 was 
unique in the European context. The trans-
formations made at that time opened the 
way to full «parliamentary» control over 
the creation of tax law, deciding on planned 
inflows and expenses, and on the imple-
mentation of these assumptions by the 
public administration. As a result, in the 
Commonwealth, from 1768, the «budget 
laws» were shaped in a modern sense of 
the word, i.e. periodic financial plans of the 
state adopted in the form of a resolution by 
the parliament13. It is crucial to realize, that 
the relations between the «central govern-
mental administration» of the Common-
wealth and its representative assembly – 
the General Diet, evolved in this direction 
in the second half of 18th century, because of 
the achievements from the beginning of the 
16th century.

1.3.  Treasury administration

1.3.1.  The period up to 1764

An extremely interesting matter was the 
organization of tax administration in the 
Commonwealth. It was headed by the king 
obviously and ministerial officials, known 
as Treasurers (Polish: «podskarbi», Latin: 
«thesaurarius»). In accordance with the 
terms of the real union concluded in 1569 
between the Kingdom of Poland and the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania, both constituent 
parts of the Commonwealth kept their own, 

separate organizations of central adminis-
tration. As a consequence, the system knew 
as many as four treasury ministers. One 
Polish and one Lithuanian Treasurers had 
the status of Grand Treasurers (managing 
the public and quart treasuries), and the 
other two (one Polish and one Lithuanian) 
were called Treasurers of the Court (they 
managed the treasury of the court).

Interestingly, the system was organized in 
the way, that the treasurers (especially Grand 
Treasurers, responsible for tax collection) 
did not have properly established subordi-
nate tax officials at the local or regional lev-
el. The efficiency of collecting public levies 
was dependent on cooperation with the local 
self-government – noblemen’s assemblies 
(so-called «Dietines») and city authorities. 
It was mainly self-government, that nomi-
nated tax collectors and settled accounts with 
the central authorities14.

This image should be supplemented 
with recognition of the specialized tax judi-
ciary organized in this period in the Com-
monwealth. At the central level, there was 
the Treasury Tribunal for Poland (based in 
Radom). It was created for the first time as 
a temporary parliamentary committee in 
1591, from 1613 was regularly appointed by 
each subsequent Diet. In the years 1717-
1764, it existed as a permanent and inde-
pendent institution. A similar Tribunal was 
later established for Lithuania in Vilnius15. 
The system at that time inconsistently sepa-
rated the administration from the judiciary, 
thus the Tribunals performed numerous 
administrative tasks (a tax settlement and 
control authority), being also a court (crim-
inal and administrative in the tax matters). 
Individual regional Dietines created local 
Treasury Commissions after 165816. 
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The treasury judiciary was independent 
of the monarch, as well as Grand Treasurers 
and Treasurers of the Court, but it was sub-
jected to the periodic scrutiny of the Gener-
al Diet and the regional Dietines.

1.3.2.  The period of the reign of Stanisław 
August Poniatowski

The change was brought about by the reign 
of Stanisław August Poniatowski. In 1764, 
two collegial bodies – the Grand Treasury 
Commissions (separate for Poland and 
Lithuania) – overtook the whole tasks of 
central tax authorities The Grand Treasur-
ers and the Treasurers of the Court became 
only the presidents and vice-presidents of 
these bodies17. The Commissions played a 
key role in the treasury management sys-
tem; they performed tasks corresponding 
to the competences of modern ministers of 
treasury, finance, economy, trade, indus-
try, and infrastructure. They were respon-
sible for managing state assets, safeguard-
ing public finance discipline, stimulating 
economic development and supporting the 
creation and modernization of state and 
private enterprises as well as public invest-
ments. The Commissions had broad powers 
in the field of justice – took over the com-
petences of the Treasury Tribunal and ex-
ercised exclusive jurisdiction in commer-
cial and industrial matters18. Initially, the 
Commissions were directly subordinate to 
the Diet; changes were brought about by the 
establishment of the Permanent Council 
in 1775 – the central government body that 
assumed direct supremacy over the entire 
state administration.

The 3rd May Constitution regulated the 
political position and tasks of the executive 
and central government bodies in a very 
complicated way. One of the Grand Treas-
urers, as a minister of treasury matters, 
was a part of a collegial executive body – the 
Guard of Rights. He did not have any inde-
pendent competences, because the Guard 
as a whole coordinated the management of 
the state. The Grand Treasury Commission, 
this time only one – common for the whole 
country with a similar organization and 
scope of activities to those created in 1764, 
was established for the management of the 
state finances. The Constitution also, for 
the first time, did build the structure of the 
«governmental» local administration (also 
for treasury matters). This role was played 
by the local Order Committees for Civilian 
and Military Matters, subject to the Guard 
of Rights and the Grand Commissions19.

2.  Diet control over treasury administration 
up to 1764

2.1.  Settlements of the Grand Treasurer

The most important instrument of control 
over the treasury in the Commonwealth 
was the practice of presenting to the Diet 
the settlements of the public treasury and 
the quart treasury by the Grand Treasurers. 
This procedure was practiced during the 
Diets since the beginning of the 16th cen-
tury. Just a few years after the separation 
of the public treasury, deputies gathered at 
the Diet in 1510 demanded access to the tax 
documentation of the minister and pres-
entation the public expenditure calcula-
tions to the public. On the basis of repeated 
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practice, such settlements have become the 
norm of customary law. 

In 1562, the duty of the Grand Treas-
urer to present the settlements to the Diet 
was, for the first time, regulated by written 
law (in the Diet resolution that established 
the quart treasury). There was a direct sen-
tence in there, explicitly requiring the Grand 
Treasurer to settle with the Diet to check the 
efficiency of collecting the quart tax and per-
forming proper expenses20. This sentence 
was repeated in several subsequent acts in the 
course of the 16th and 17th century21. Already 
at the turn of the 16th and 17th centuries, the 
instrument in question stabilized in the legal 
system as the fixed Diet procedure. 

Unfortunately, there is a limited num-
ber of sources regarding the technical side 
of the Grand Treasurer settlements in front 
of the Diet. Neither the Diet laws nor the 
unofficial minutes reporting its sessions 
offer us a full picture in this regard. Howev-
er, in the available historical studies devot-
ed to the General Diet, one can find some 
hints about this procedure22. 

The available material allows to re-
construct the existence of two stages of the 
Treasurer settlement process: 1) settle-
ments in a front of the special working com-
mission of the Diet (the so-called «settle-
ment deputation»); 2) acceptance or refusal 
to accept the settlement (based on the opin-
ion of «deputation») by the entire Diet.

Annotation1. Grand Treasurers had the 
duty to come to the Diets prepared – with 
ready reports containing full statements 
on the state of finances of the Common-
wealth. These reports basically consisted of 
two parts: the first one – concerned treas-
ury incomes, the second one – expenses23. 
In accordance with the customary «rules» 
on the Diet procedure, within 6 days of the 

commencement of the Diet session, the 
chamber of deputies and the Senate should 
have created a «deputation» for settle-
ments. Its members were appointed by the 
chairmen of both chambers – the king from 
among the senators and the deputy speak-
er (Polish – «Marszałek») from among the 
deputies. We do not have any sources that 
would allow us to reconstruct the details of 
the works of the «deputations»24. We only 
know that they performed a detailed verifi-
cation of the correctness of the settlements. 
It cannot be ruled out that its members 
were acquainted with authentic documents 
produced by treasury authorities during 
their operations. Certainly, in accordance 
with the requirements of the political cul-
ture of the Commonwealth, an open dis-
cussion was held here. Asking the Grand 
Treasurer to clarify all doubts and answer 
all questions, was allowed. After comple-
tion of these activities, the «deputations» 
made the final decision whether to recom-
mend the Diet to accept the settlement of 
the Grand Treasurer or not. 

Annotation2. In stage 2, it was neces-
sary to present a report on the work of the 
«deputation» by its chairman in oral form 
at a Diet plenary meeting, common to the 
Senate and the chamber of deputies. Then, 
the entire Diet made a decision – positive 
or negative for the Grand Treasurer. Inter-
estingly, the law in force does not provide 
for any sanctions for the lack of Diet accept-
ance of the settlement. Proposals for their 
introduction in the 20s of the 17th century 
came to naught25. Discharge from the of-
fice threatened the Grand Treasurer only 
for not submitting the settlement at all26. 
However, this matter was treated in a rather 
flexible manner. For example, at the Diet 
in 1674, the Grand Treasurer, Jan Andrzej 
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Morsztyn, presented only vague declara-
tions regarding the state of state finances 
as part of the initial votes of senators. He 
refused to submit the relevant settlements 
to the «deputation», without any justifica-
tion. However, he did not suffer any nega-
tive consequences27. In 1677, Morsztyn was 
again called to present a settlement. In this 
case, he also refused to present his report 
due to having not prepared it. This time 
he tried explaining himself to the Diet for 
his negligence, by blaming the situation 
on tax collectors (mostly from local Die-
tines and cities). He explained, therefore, 
that he could not prepare a report for the 
Diet, because the tax collectors refused to 
fulfill their obligation to submit complete 
tax documentation when he asked them to. 
It allegedly happened despite the Grand 
Treasurer reminded them of the severe 
fines for failure to perform their duties. Ac-
cording to an unofficial minute of the Diet, 
Morsztyn stated that he «did not make 
settlements with any tax collector, though 
he warned them so many times that they 
could be convicted by default for the negli-
gence»28. What is interesting, that did not 
cause much of a discussion in the cham-
ber of deputies. Unofficial minute suggests 
tacit acceptance of such explanation by the 
Diet, without negative consequences for the 
Grand Treasurer and without trying to ex-
plain the truth of his claims about the guilt 
of the collectors.

2.2.  Diet laws confirming the settlements of 
the Grand Treasurers 

From the second half of the 17th century, the 
practice of strengthening the acceptance 

of the settlements of the Grand Treasurers 
was confirmed by means of special laws. 
The first of such acts was passed by the 
Diet in 1659 and concerned the settlement 
of the Polish Grand Treasurer – Bogusław 
Leszczyński. According to its text:

Bogusław Leszczyński […] has at this Diet filed 
a sufficient report on his office […] and all the 
taxes in the Commonwealth, both common and 
outstanding, which he spent during his term. 
Therefore, with the consent of the Diet, we give 
him a general confirmation (receipt) and release 
him and his descendants for an eternal time from 
all claims ratione [Latin: resultant from] his of-
fice29.

Based on literature and my independent 
research on resolutions of the General Di-
ets, I managed to find a total of 22 such acts 
from the period 1659-173630. Their content 
is in accordance with the model of the first 
law, which I have just quoted above. They 
contained two constant elements: 1) con-
firmation of the correctness of settlements 
and 2) «release» of the Grand Treasur-
er from any claim resultant thereof in the 
future. The second element is especially 
interesting. Not only the Grand Treasur-
er himself but also his family was released 
from all claims resulting from irregularities 
in the settlements. That was significant in 
case of, for instance, death of a minister, 
when it was his family that presented the 
settlement to the Diet31.

This form of affirmative resolutions un-
derwent almost total petrification, although 
there were, of course, slight modifications 
in their content, usually dictated by politi-
cal factors32.

The practice of adopting laws confirm-
ing the correctness of settlements was ob-
viously beneficial to public opinion, as it 
allowed the society of nobility to become 
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familiar with the position of the Diet re-
garding the correctness of the state’s fiscal 
policy. However, in my opinion, the genesis 
of confirming the acceptance of settlements 
with separate laws should be sought as the 
initiative of the ministers themselves. 
Their goal was undoubtedly to obtain an 
additional guarantee or to strengthen the 
parliamentary approval of their activity 
they received. It was easier for the Treas-
urers to defend themselves against accusa-
tions of abuses and irregularities by means 
of the legal act written and published in the 
Collection of Laws. This was especially im-
portant in times of increasing state budget 
crisis.

2.3.  Diet accounts of the Grand Treasurers in 
the eyes of the public 

It is worth mentioning that the efficiency of 
the procedure was important for the Polish 
and Lithuanian nobility. This manifested 
itself in particular in the resolutions of local 
Dietines of noblemen, whose wide activity 
in this area has been subject to numerous 
analyzes in the achievements of Polish his-
toriography. A concerted demand of the 
local Dietines was the resignation from 
services of «deputation» for settlements. 
Another popular idea was to transfer the 
control over the Grand Treasurers from a 
central institution of a state – the General 
Diet to the hand of local authorities – re-
gional Dietines themselves33.

Some traces of interest in this problem 
can be found in the noble journalism34. I 
had not run a wider and separate source 
query in this area, it goes beyond the the-
matic scope of the article. However, I want 

to mention about two popular anecdotes 
regarding settlements, cited in a politi-
cal brochure by Jan Stanisław Jabłonowski 
(published in the first half of the 18th centu-
ry). The first story regards the settlement of 
the Grand Treasurer Bogusław Leszczyński 
from 1659. According to it, after submitting 
the report to the «deputation» for settle-
ments, the minister was to ask the partic-
ipants whether there are any questions or 
comments. Allegedly, at this point, one of 
the deputies answered loudly that he does 
not accept the settlement since it is un-
reliable. Due to the anecdote, irritated, 
Leszczyński asked: «so, which of you gen-
tlemen has not received [a bribe] from me 
yet?». Sources indicate the emotional tone 
of this statement, suggesting the use of an 
expletive by the minister. Supposedly, the 
deputy fell silent, because he, in fact, took 
money from the minister35.

The second story involves a personal 
friend and a comrade-in-arms of the king 
Jan III Sobieski – Marek Matczyński. He be-
came the Grand Treasurer in 1689, by per-
sonal request of the monarch. Matczyński 
was commonly known to be a man of many 
personal virtues, honesty in the first place. 
Due to a poor health condition and enor-
mous effort associated with performing the 
function of the Grand Treasurer, he decid-
ed to quit during the Diet in 1693 – that is 
when he presented his last settlement. Ac-
cording to the popular rumor, after accept-
ing his report, Matczyński was to ask for a 
voice at the plenary session of both cham-
bers of the Diet and inform the deputies and 
senators that his settlement was accepted 
by the «deputation» and then the entire 
Diet, without proper verification. He was 
to admit that he deliberately stole from the 
treasury and incorrectly settled 200,000 
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zlotys. He explained to the perplexed dep-
uties that he did that in order to draw their 
attention to the illusory character of control 
exerted by the Diet and little interest of the 
deputies in the financial condition of the 
state. Obviously, he also declared he would 
immediately return the stolen amount to 
the treasury36.

Both of these legends are of great sig-
nificance. Not because I deem them to be 
true, as the preserved sources are not clear 
on this issue. However, their very existence 
indicates the importance of treasury set-
tlements in the legal and political culture 
of the society in the Commonwealth. The 
noble public opinion was interested in the 
reliability of the settlements and expected 
the Diet to exert an efficient control over 
the finances of the state as well as was afraid 
of abuses.

2.4.  Reform of 1736

The model for settlements by the Grand 
Treasurers underwent certain modifica-
tions in 1736. This is a key change, which, 
in my opinion, did not get enough attention 
from the researchers37. According to the 
act, from that moment on the treasurers 
were to make an oath of a religious charac-
ter, stating that they would perform their 
office honestly and with due diligence38. At 
the same time, proper control over the reg-
ularity of state expenditure was to be trans-
ferred entirely to the court – the Treasury 
Tribunal, which was to accept settlements 
directly from taxpayers. Therefore, it was 
decided in principle to abolish the pro-
cedure for the settlement of treasurers in 
front of the Diet. The purpose of the Act was 

to «not require the Grand Treasurer, the 
Honorable Lord, who is already bound by 
an oath, to have to receive acceptance of his 
settlements»39.

It seems that the procedure was simpli-
fied and at the same time, efficient control 
of the Diet over the Grand Treasurer was 
weakened. However, the aim of the intro-
duced changes was quite the reverse. Noto-
rious «breakings» of Diets in the first half 
of the 18th century, due to liberum veto rule, 
made the Diet’s control over the activity of 
the Grand Treasurers and fiscal policy, gen-
erally speaking, illusory. We must remem-
ber that in the years 1736-1764, no Diet 
came to fruition, and the crisis in this area 
lasted from the 2nd half of the reign of Jan 
III Sobieski (in the 80s and 90s of the 17th 
century). The assumption of changes was to 
be to allow any level of control, despite the 
parliamentary crisis. This change was not a 
sign of disregarding the procedures of con-
trolling the state finances; on the contrary, 
it rather indicated that the noble society 
found control over the budget significant 
and sought to ensure its efficiency.

Studies on the history of the Diet in 
«the Saxon era» in the Commonwealth 
still need to be supplemented. However, 
we can say that after 1736 the obligation of 
the Treasurer to settle in front of the Diet, 
despite the discussed reform, has survived 
at least in a vestigial form40. Two arguments 
can be used to confirm this thesis. First of 
all the reports of the treasurers prepared for 
Diets after 1736 have survived with slightly 
similar form41. Secondly, an indirect con-
firmation may be the act from the first Diet 
in 1764, when a special «deputation» was 
appointed to settle the deceased treasur-
ers from several dozen previous years. The 
justification for this law suggests, that the 



Kucharski

85

establishment of this «deputation» was 
necessary due to the fact of parliamenta-
ry crisis, which required tidying. The law 
indicates that the deceased treasurers and 
their families were obliged to submit set-
tlements between 1736 and 1764, despite 
the law of 173642. Finally, at the next Diet of 
1764, a package of laws was passed, which 
included outstanding settlements of six 
former treasurers43. The matter of the sig-
nificance of the reform of 1736 requires, in 
my opinion, further investigation.

2.5.  Ad hoc control commissions 

Additionally, it can be mentioned that the 
Diets of the 17th century worked out a broad 
spectrum of separate instruments for the 
control of the state’s expenses and its fi-
nancial policy. The Diets chose special con-
trol commissions, which were supposed to 
run detailed inspections after the session of 
the Diet was adjourned, and report results 
of these inspections to the next Diet. Such 
commissions controlled the king’s archives 
and treasury at the king’s castle in Cracow, 
where the most important documents and 
valuables (such as coronation insignia) 
were kept44. Separate commissions of this 
type carried out inspections at the royal salt 
mines in Bochnia and Wieliczka45. Diets 
also appointed separate commissions to 
verify income and the quality of the man-
agement of concrete estates as parts of the 
«king’s table» properties46. Due to the 
slim size of the article, I cannot talk about 
these committees in more detail; I have de-
voted however a separate study to this issue 
in Polish47.

3.  Control of the implementation of the budget 
after 1764 

3.1.  Settlement of the Great Commissions 

As I have already mentioned, the total 
change of the treasury administration and, 
consequently, the instruments of parlia-
mentary control in this area were brought 
about by the second half of the 18th century. 
At that time, the Grand Commissions of the 
Treasury were created separately for Poland 
and Lithuania as part of a wider package of 
central administration reforms. Each con-
secutive Diet selected a new Commission 
every two years for the following two years 
and at the same time settled the previous 
Commission.

The detailed course of the settlement 
procedure of the Great Treasury Commis-
sions, based on the practice of the Diet in 
1778, was described in detail by Witold 
Filipczak48. Once again, the auxiliary Diet 
settlement «deputation» was appointed, 
whose members were elected from both 
parliamentary chambers in accordance 
with the old tradition (from the chamber of 
deputies – were nominated by its marshal; 
from the Senate – personally appointed by 
the chairman of this chamber, the king). A 
certain novelty was only the obligation to 
take the oath by members of the «deputa-
tion». The task of «deputation» was once 
again to verify the Commission’s report on 
incomes and expenses. This activity was 
simply called «hearing the settlement» or 
«conducting an examination of the activi-
ties» of the Commission. The entire proce-
dure was of course completed by the settle-
ment acceptance at a joint session of both 
Diet chambers, based on the recommenda-
tion of the «deputation». 
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Acceptance of settlements also used to 
be confirmed, as in the previous period by 
separate parliamentary resolutions. These 
acts might have a little more extended con-
tent than those from the 17th century and the 
beginning of the 18th century, which I have 
presented above. It is worth taking a closer 
look at them, as they indicate the approach 
of the Diet towards treasury settlements.

The first resolution confirming the 
Commission’s settlements, constructed 
according to the new model, was enact-
ed by the Diet from 176649. The results of 
Commission’s work from July 1, 1764, to 
September 31, 1766, were accepted. Pur-
suant to the resolution, the «deputation» 
for settlement, «reported» to the Diet «on 
good governance of the Commission». This 
meant that the members of the Commission 
had «sufficiently demonstrated the doc-
uments, protocols and all files regarding 
treasury revenue and expenditure», and 
«presented the full calculation of the treas-
ury’s total income and expenses […] and 
accounted for all interests and transactions 
sufficiently». The act contained separate 
and elaborate thanks to the members of the 
Commission. Their work was determined 
by means of evaluative adjectives such as 
«exemplary», «faithful», «prudent» and 
«praiseworthy». The Diet also expressed 
a separate «assurance of favors and grati-
tude» to the members of the Commission. 
A traditional assurance that they are free 
from any «claims» due to their function 
also was included. This clause indicates a 
strong relationship with the solutions from 
before 1764. A separate form of confirma-
tion of the settlements was also received by 
members of the Lithuanian Commission, 
according to a similar formula50. The shape 
of the acts remained unchanged also in later 

years51. The only possible modification was 
the optional publication of the annex to the 
resolution in the form of an auxiliary table 
with settlements52.

As can be seen, the course of events and 
the nature of the control activities carried 
out during the reign of King Stanisław Au-
gust Poniatowski were basically quite sim-
ilar to those in the previous period, despite 
a thorough administrative reform. It is 
significant that the laws establishing the 
Grand Treasury Commissions did not con-
tain any technical regulations regarding 
the manner of conducting this control pro-
cedure in front of the Diet53. This proves, 
in my opinion, the silent and essentially 
mechanical acceptance of the currency of 
practice developed in the 16th and 17th cen-
turies. It is a fascinating phenomenon sig-
nificant for the realities of the Common-
wealth in the Age of Enlightenment. The 
system of state organization before 1764, 
was then considered by the Polish elite to 
be completely anachronistic, ineffective 
and worthy of contempt. That is why deep 
reforms of the political system took place, 
modernizing the model of the function-
ing of the treasury administration (and in 
general changing the position of executive 
bodies in relation to the General Diet) in 
accordance with mostly foreign standards. 
However, the results of these profound re-
forms, definitely against the will of their 
architects, were not always particularly 
distant from the systemic mechanisms 
of the 16th and 17th centuries, which they 
tried to eliminate. Numerous procedures 
and solutions developing in the Common-
wealth for a few hundred years turned out 
to be surprisingly timely and adequate to 
modern challenges and needs.
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3.2.  Settlements of other administrative 
bodies 

The consequence of fiscal reforms from 
1764 was to be the subordination of the en-
tire sphere of public finance to the Grand 
Treasury Commissions. Their strong po-
sition was to be balanced by modern or-
ganizational solutions: the collegial struc-
ture of the Commission, the term of office 
defined for 2 years, and a rule of binding 
their activities to the budget passed by the 
Diet, as well as strong control powers over 
their work by the Diet. Unfortunately, 
consistent implementation of these as-
sumptions was not fully done in practice. 
Chaos was deepened further by another 
reform of the central administration – es-
pecially the establishment of the Perpet-
ual Council and the National Education 
Commission. Particularly the latter had a 
fully independent budget funded from the 
funds remaining after the dissolution of 
the Jesuit Order. This had to be reflected 
in the control model, which from that mo-
ment can be described as «dispersed». In 
the 70s of the 18th century, apart from the 
Grand Treasury Commissions, other cen-
tral administrative authorities were set-
tled separately, albeit by analogical rules. 
This concerned: 1) military administra-
tion authorities (the Grand Military Com-
missions for Poland and Lithuania, and 
the military department of the Perpetual 
Council)54, and 2) the Commission of the 
Mint55; 3) the Commission to liquidate 
state debts56 and 4) the National Educa-
tion Commission57.

3.3.  The control according to the 3rd May 
Constitution

The basic legal regulations related to the 
functioning of parliamentary control over 
the administration of state finances in the 
era of reforms of the Four-Year Diet were 
regulated by the separate Law on Diets58. 
At the beginning of each two-year parlia-
mentary term, again, the auxiliary «dep-
utations» of the Diet were elected for the 
purposes of «scattered» control of all cen-
tral executive and administrative bodies. 
There were five of them, one for the Guard 
of Rights, one for the Grand Treasury Com-
mission and one for each of the rest of the 
Great Commissions – the Police (actually 
that meant «administration»), the Army, 
and the Education. The members of those 
«deputations», according to the centu-
ries-long tradition, were appointed by the 
marshal of the chamber of deputies (from 
the group of deputies), and by the king 
(from the group of senators). Following 
the procedure adopted after 1764, the res-
olution regulated the obligation to swear a 
special oath by members of «deputations».

Once again, the fact that the indicat-
ed Law on Diets did not contain too many 
technical details regarding the procedure 
of settling accounts is striking. A separate 
chapter of the act was devoted to this issue; 
however, it did not violate the basic stand-
ard of accepting settlements, developed 
from the 16th century. «Deputations» were 
to evaluate the report of the administra-
tion with settlements and expenses, and 
the Diet accepted this settlement or denied 
acceptance at the joint plenary session of 
deputies and senators. The changes intro-
duced had a cosmetic character, resulting 
either from the natural evolution of the 
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procedure or from the need to adapt to the 
new general constitutional principles. The 
original and previously unknown solutions 
were, in particular, voting by the major-
ity as well as detailed solutions regarding 
the negative consequences of the lack of 
acceptance of settlements in the event of 
finding irregularities in the budget imple-
mentation. The experience of the previous 
General Diet parliamentary practice in the 
field of financial settlements of high ad-
ministrative bodies has been largely and 
smoothly implemented in the new system. 
Its ideological assumptions and technical 
side of the previous settlements proved to 
be consistent with the modern concept of 
relations between the parliament and the 
government in the constitutional state. This 
allowed for a smooth complement to the 
achievements of the distant past with new 
assumptions resulting from the reforms 
of the Four-Year Diet. Thanks to this, the 
creators of the Constitution were to avoid a 
risk of creating a set of completely innova-
tive solutions, which in practice could not 
be completely adequate and effective. It was 
decided to trust the proven mechanisms 
and only adapt them to new challenges.

This, in my view, is the hitherto under-
appreciated aspect of research on the Con-
stitution and other laws of the Four-Year 
Diet. The system formed in 1788-1792 was 
undoubtedly revolutionary in relation to the 
previous period. It brought completely new, 
previously unknown general principles of 
the political system59. The criticism of the 
systemic heritage of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth of the 16th-18th centuries, 
voiced by the creators of the Constitution, 
was enormous. Did not mean, however, the 
rejection of this entire legacy especially in 
details. While preparing the new Consti-

tutional system, inspirations were derived 
from many solutions previously known, in 
particular in the field of the mechanics of 
functioning the Diet’s debates and the man-
ner of conducting specific parliamentary 
procedures. Sometimes, certain patterns 
or specific institutions were directly trans-
ferred from the laws and customs of the 16th 
and 17th centuries to the grounds of the con-
stitutional laws of the Four-Year Diet. 

4.  Summary 

The reflections of this article, which are 
very general, bring in my opinion one clear 
conclusion. Settlements by the central ex-
ecutive and administrative bodies in the 
field of the state revenues and expenses in 
the Commonwealth between 16th and 18th 
centuries were in many respects a pioneer-
ing institution, well ahead of its time. In 
terms of general assumptions, it was sim-
ilar to the mechanisms of contemporary, 
democratic control of the parliament over 
implementing the budget by the executive 
authority.

It is incorrect to assume that systemic 
changes from the times of the Enlighten-
ment were created «ex nihilo», as a result 
of the consistent and total negation of the 
past and separation from its heritage. Mod-
ern solutions and constitutional mecha-
nisms of constitutional states in the 19th and 
20th centuries were not created in complete 
isolation from earlier institutions, which 
were often adapted to the new reality, giving 
them a peculiar «second life» in complete-
ly different realities. This is a particularly 
accurate conclusion for the Polish-Lithua-
nian Commonwealth, but it refers, though 
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probably to a lesser extent, to other Euro-
pean countries.

In the methodological field, such a 
statement opens up a completely unique 
field of research. It cannot, of course, mean 
to over-interpret the facts or to search for 
simplified analogies between the realities 
of the feudal times and the solutions of 
modern legal systems of the 19th and 20th 
centuries. However, it should be borne 
in mind that the Enlightenment and the 
changes it brought arose from a certain 
tradition, even if their creators verbally cut 
themselves off from it. In many respects, 
modern constitutional systems are the re-
sults of natural evolution. Sometimes they 
were the reaction of critical conclusions 

from the experience of earlier eras. Distin-
guishing research on modern state system 
without acknowledging reliable knowledge 
on the legal solutions from the Middle Ages 
and early modern times makes that re-
search incomplete. I hope that this study at 
least pointed out the benefits of taking into 
account the broader chronological context 
of conducting research by specialists on the 
history of European constitutionalism in 
the 19th and 20th centuries.
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