
JAGIELLONIAN IDEAS...

179

Marcin Karas*

The Contribution of Nicolaus Copernicus  
to Jagiellonian Ideas

•

Research on the scientific and administrative achievements, as well as 
the private life of Nicholas Copernicus (1473–1543) has been developing 
intensively for many decades in various countries, primarily in Poland and 
Germany. Much progress in the research was made due to the celebration 
of the 500th anniversary of the birth of this great astronomer in 1973. Even  
a brief look at the classic works and the selection of newer publications 
makes it possible to distinguish three main areas in the reflection  
on the figure of the Toruń scholar. The subject of this research is, first of all, 
Copernicus’ life story, the issue of his origins, education, book collections, 
readings, contacts, activities other than astronomy and other similar 
subjects, with most of the published research tackling the above. The second 
area is something that requires expertise in the history of natural sciences, 
namely reflection on mathematics and astronomy of the scholar, on his 
critical analysis of the works of Aristotle, Ptolemy, Regiomontanus and 
others, and the reconstruction of his cosmic model.1 The third, relatively 

1  The most handy, short edition: M. Copernicus, ‘O obrotach ciał niebieskich i inne pisma’, 
(ed.) L. Birkenmajer, Wrocław 2001. Full edition translated into Polish: M. Copernicus,  
O obrotach, transl. M. Brożek, S. Oświęcimski, in: idem, Dzieła wszystkie, vol. II,  
Warszawa 1976. See: also a study on Copernicus – L.A. Birkenmajer, Mikołaj Kopernik. 
Studya nad pracami Kopernika oraz materyały biograficzne, Kraków 1900.
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small area, is the study of cosmology and philosophy which is the basis  
of the scientific work of this author of six books of De Revolutionibus.2 This 
latter field seems to open the field to new discoveries, for example regarding 
Copernicus’ relationship to tradition and scholastic method in science.3

The purpose of this article is to synthesize the subject matter 
that belongs to the first of these areas, and thus relates primarily  
to the biography and person of the Polish scholar. However, since the 
Jagiellonian ideas have historiosophical implications, when one reflects on 
Copernicus’ contribution to the social and political ideas of his period, one 
will soon make the transition into the field of philosophy in order to show 
certain elements of the general world view of Toruń’s noted astronomer. 
His reflection was not limited to the theory of the movement of spheres, but 
also concerned the variability of the surrounding world. Copernicus was a 
philosopher who not only believed in the mathematical order of the motion of 
celestial bodies, but also wanted the earthly phenomena to be characterized  
by the order which God intended and people implemented  
in the hierarchical, stratified society of the Jagiellonian kingdom.  
The analysis of these problems will allow us to look more broadly at Nicolaus 
Copernicus – look at him as a scholar with a compact, comprehensive picture 
of the world. Thus, we will use some of the philosophical ideas contained 
in the astronomer’s methodological reflections in order to see his schema 
of the earthly world as a reflection of the harmony of the natural world, i.e., 
the stars.4 Historians have noted that medieval and modern astronomers 
(including Copernicus) often combined mathematical research with 
reflections on economic issues. Speculative knowledge allowed it to have 
power over the laws that govern the economy. This is a proof that knowledge 
of this kind is not contradictory to, nor in isolation from practical matters, 
but rather that it allows their reasonable management in accordance 
with general laws. Moreover, other aspects of Copernicus’ life are closely 

2  See: Mikołaj Kopernik. Studia i materiały sesji kopernikowskiej w KUL 18–19 lutego 1972 
roku, M. Kurdziałek, J. Rebeta, S. Swieżawski (ed.), Lublin 1973.
3 See: A. Crombie, Nauka średniowieczna i początki nauki nowożytnej, vol. 1–2, transl.  
S. Łypacewicz, Warszawa 1960. The basis for our research on this subject is earlier  
research. See: M. Karas, Natura i struktura wszechświata w kosmologii św. Tomasza  
z Akwinu, Kraków 2007.
4  See: J. Dreyer, A History of Astronomy from Thales to Kepler, 2nd ed., New York 1953; His-
toria astronomii, M. Hoskin (ed.), transl. J. Włodarczyk, Warszawa 2007.
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connected with his historiosophy – his speculative scientific reflection was 
a tool for further reflection in various fields, including in the philosophy 
of history. Thus, the perspective of the astronomical calculation of time, 
counted in hundreds and thousands of years, teaches humility towards 
earthly affairs. 

Copernicus’ national and social identity
Considering the biography of the scholar in question in order to reflect on 
his historiosophical views and contribution to the identity of the Jagiellonian 
monarchy is a very challenging task. The astronomer worked in the field  
of speculative science, where there was essentially no place for historiosophy. 
He neither wrote a diary nor left any memoirs. He never revealed details on 
how he made his discovery. We have learned many facts concerning his life 
and activities only indirectly. Neither did Georg Joachim Rheticus (1514–
1574), the mathematician of Wittenberg and Copernicus’ only student in 
Warmia (1539–1541), note any remarks that would allow one to describe 
the nationality, life and views of the creator of modern heliocentrism.5

 As it is often the case with medieval and early modern scientists, 
facing a lack of sources, one is forced to make guesses and risky 
reconstructions. This issue first appears when considering the origins 
and national and political identity of Copernicus. The lack of sources is 
often conducive to creating propaganda interpretations, of which many 
appeared in German science of the 19th century, for example. In order to 
tackle the subject honestly, one would need some ancillary research, such 
as the linguistic studies conducted by Professor Stanisław Rospond in the 
1970s.6

 Establishing the nationality of Copernicus is a point of departure 
for reflection on his contribution to Jagiellonian ideas. Fortunately, what 
is available is quite abundant correspondence of the astronomer in various 

5 See: J.J. Retyk, Relacja pierwsza z ksiąg «O obrotach» Mikołaja Kopernika, transl.  
I. Lewandowski, (ed.) J. Włodarczyk, Warszawa 2015.
6  S. Rospond, Mikołaj Kopernik. Studium językowe, Opole 1973. See: also J. Łoś, Polskość 
Mikołaja Kopernika: w czterysta pięćdziesiątą rocznicę jego urodzin, Kraków 1923. See:  
J. Sikorski, Prywatne życie Mikołaja Kopernika, Warszawa 1997.



JAGIELLONIAN IDEAS...

182

matters, we also know opinions of his contemporaries and his public activity 
in Warmia. Investigating the above issue, this article will summarize and 
present the findings of research on Copernicus.7

 Nicolaus Copernicus (the Elder) came from Silesia, his family 
originating from Koperniki in the Nysa region, located near the present 
Polish-Czech border. In the 14th and 15th centuries these lands were 
dominated by ethnically Polish inhabitants. Throughout the decades  
the Copernicus family moved around to other regions of the Jagiellonian 
state, including Kraków and Toruń. Nicolaus Copernicus (the Younger) 
had many Polish relatives who can be mentioned by name: Katarzyna 
Modlibożanka, the Konopackis, Kostkas and Działyńskis. Copernicus 
studied in the school of Bishop Piotr Moszyński of Bnin, where his 
classmates were: Drzewicki, Bokszyca and Mikołaj Wodka, and later he 
employed a Polish servant, Wojtek. In Krakow, he also studied under 
the guidance of Polish professors of philosophy at the Kraków Academy. 
In Olsztyn he prepared the defence of the city against Teutonic Knights, 
together with the Polish commander, Zbigniew Słupecki.8

 Although modern national identity differs from that of contemporary 
times, Copernicus was no stranger to basic national distinctions, as in 
Krakow, Toruń and other cities the inhabitants favoured different political 
sides and ethnic arguments, used different languages, listened to different 
sermons and prayed to different patron saints, giving their children names 
clearly connected with German or Polish culture. Another factor which 
clearly showed one’s Polish or German identity was their attitude towards 
the German order of the Teutonic Knights.9

 Thus, while living in Toruń, Copernicus’ parents, as a part of their 
private piety, joined the third Dominican order, not that by the Toruń 

7  See: J. Drewnowski, Mikołaj Kopernik w świetle swej korespondencji, Wrocław 1978 
(Studia Copernicana, vol. 18). A recommended biography of Copernicus: K. Górski, 
Mikołaj Kopernik. Środowisko społeczne i samotność, Wrocław 1973, or J. Wasiutyński, 
Kopernik. Twórca nowego nieba, 2nd edition, Toruń 2007 (This is the second edition of  
a 1938 book, which does not include any new research findings, but presents the state of 
affairs influenced by a one-sided and false German perspective. The author creates his 
own esoteric philosophy under the influence of a well-known Polish fortune-teller. (Sic!))
8 In April 1516, Copernicus noted a land grant in Warmia with the dating: On the day  
of St. Wojciech, the father and apostle of our Homeland. J. Wasiutyński, Kopernik..., p. 265.
9 The importance of the issue is underestimated by, for example J. Małłek, Mikołaj Koper-
nik. Szkice do portretu, Toruń 2015, p. 133.
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Convent (which supported the Teutonic Knights), but that based in a 
Kraków monastery. When writing to the Polish monarch, Sigismund the 
Old on behalf of the Warmia Chapter, Copernicus calls him “our king”. He 
also cared about the economic development of Warmia (closely connected 
to Poland), enabling the settlement of newcomers from Masovia. He spoke 
Polish to them and wrote their names in Polish (which would have been 
incomprehensible to Germans) in the Latin log of his administrative 
activities (Locationes mansionum desertorum).10

What is very interesting in Copernicus’ letters are his own signatures 
contained therein. In these times there were clear differences in Polish and 
German phonetic transcription of names as the rules of spelling were just 
being formulated then. Thus, Copernicus never signed letters with his name 
in its German wording, but always in its Polish or Latinised form. Preparing 
a letter to Prince Albrecht Hohenzollern in Konigsberg (in connection 
with the illness of the regional official, George von Kunheim), he wrote 
them in German, albeit making errors that made it clear he knew German  
as a secondary language for official and practical purposes. During the 
sessions of the local government of Royal Prussia (1504–1530), he was 
probably an interpreter for Polish officials there (who did not know 
German), acting upon the nomination of the Polish king.11

 All these fascinating facts, often hidden in the background, make 
it clear that Nicolaus Copernicus was a scholar of Polish ethnic origin who 
lived essentially in the Polish community with which he was identified, 
was, of his own will, a member of the Royal Prussian community, loyal to 
the Polish monarch, whose general interests he represented in Warmia.12 
His homeland was Poland, and his ideological background, the Jagiellonian 
monarchy (his activity took place in the same years as the rule of Sigismund 
the Old, 1506–1548). Royal Prussia was his homeland in a narrower sense, 
and he devoted much of his strength to defending it against the Teutonic 
Knights, as well as caring for its financial and economic interests as the 
administrator of the land of the Chapter of Warmia. 

10  Mikołaja Kopernika «Lokacje łanów opuszczonych», (ed.) M. Biskup, Olsztyn 1970, p. 26.
11  J. Małłek, Mikołaj Kopernik..., pp. 97, 138.
12  Also Copernicus’ uncle, Bishop Lukasz Watzenrode, spoke Polish in the Senate  
of Kraków, See: J. Małłek, Mikołaj Kopernik..., p. 144.
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Jagiellonian ideas in Copernicus’ work
Copernicus was a supporter of thorough persistent work on developing 
the economy and strengthening economic relations in Warmia. By 
dedicating his life to mathematical and astronomical studies far from 
the main academic centres, he maintained scientific contacts with 
Polish, German and Italian intellectuals. According to the medieval 
ideal, he considered science transnational work, which was to be free 
from particularism and cultivated in the universal language of Latin.  
He diligently performed his administrative duties in the Warmian Church 
while not engaging in ideological disputes of the emerging Reformation.  
At the same time, he maintained good relations with some Protestants, 
namely Georg Joachim Rheticus and the Prussian Prince Albrecht. Rheticus 
did not meet any difficulties regarding his faith in Warmia, even though 
he stayed in a Catholic milieu for two years. Rheticus’ work also lacked  
the spirit of doctrinal polemics. 
 As the author of a draft on monetary reform, Copernicus was 
supportive of the uniformity of foreign policy throughout the whole 
Polish monarchy, preserving the economic autonomy and strength  
of the north. According to Copernicus, a strong and stable currency guarantees 
the country’s economic stability, strengthens confidence in the monarch 
and the state, allows investment and moderate but certain tax collection. 
Good money, which is free from inflation, also provides economic growth 
and fosters savings. Provincial and royal symbols, stamped on both sides  
of silver Prussian coins preserve the local patriotism of Polish Prussia 
and general Polish-Jagiellonian patriotism. Accurate calculations of silver 
content in coinage, as provided by Copernicus, confirm the scholar’s 
economic knowledge. 
 By settling many poor people in Warmia, mainly from Polish 
Mazovia, Copernicus tried to counteract the influence of the Teutonic 
Order. He developed a system of incentives, providing the new settlers 
with free livestock, grain, agricultural tools and building materials, and 
generously granting them exemptions from taxation to the authorities.  
He cared not only about the strengthening of power for the elite, but also for 
ordinary men. On the other hand, he made sure that the rural population 
would meet their obligations by means of an oath and a guarantee 
system provided by witnesses of the transactions. Over the centuries, we 
may observe the moderation, justice and farsightedness of this diocesan 
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administrator, who also cared for securing pensions for farmers in their old 
age when they were no longer able to work. He knew such social activity 
from the already-developed insurance system used in metropolitan guilds 
and fraternities. 
 Knowing the power of the bourgeoisie and the German nobility, 
Copernicus was not drawn to them, as is evident when looking at his 
letters. Thus, when he received letters from Germans, his name would 
usually be written using the German form, but Copernicus never used 
it himself (therefore, he actually never used the form attributed to him 
today by various German researchers 'Niklas Koppernigk'). In response,  
he always signed his name in a Latinised Polish form ('Copernik, 
Coppernic, Copernicus').13 Having spent many years in multi-lingual and 
multi-ethnic environments, he emphasized the need for co-operation  
of different nationalities, instead of competition. His Kraków studies 
certainly strengthened this attitude, as in Kraków there had been many 
students from Polish, Czech and German lands. The contacts which he 
established in Kraków lasted Copernicus’ whole lifetime while his activity 
in the milieu of ecclesial elites also made it easier for the scholar to think 
in universal, Latin terms. Copernicus’ humanism had a Catholic tone to 
it, despite the lack of evidence of the theological interests of the scientist.  
He fulfilled his priestly duties as a canon with diligence. In his private book 
collection there was no theological literature, as books of this kind were 
held by the general library of the Chapter of Warmia. 
 The development of Jagiellonian monarchy in Copernicus’ mind 
was to be based on peaceful coexistence of various lands and nations 
inhabiting this vast state. At the root of development there were well-
organized economic affairs, a strong defensive army and economic 
development. Copernicus supported international scientific and political 
contacts. In his youth he travelled extensively (he had studied in Italy for 
eight years), later he was often visited by Georg Joachim Rheticus, and thus 
supported scientific and social mobility and openness. He also wrote many 
letters, fulfilling his various administrative tasks in a diligent manner. 
Many of his initiatives may only be guessed at, since several sources 
have been lost during the numerous wars that Warmia has experienced 
in its history. The fame of the so-called Sarmatian astronomer was also  

13  See: S. Rospond, Mikołaj Kopernik..., p. 99.
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an opportunity to propagate his ideas among scholars who had come 
to know his work. Indeed, even his opponents considered him to be an 
outstanding astronomer.14

 He supported the idea of   reforming the Catholic calendar in  
the interests of the Church and secular society. In this way, he took care 
of the liturgical order of the Latin Christianitas. Religious matters did 
not occupy him more closely, although he fulfilled his duties as Canon  
of the Chapter, without obtaining (according to the practice of those 
days) higher priestly ordinations, being only a subdeacon. Buried  
in the cathedral in Frombork, he also exercised moderation in doctrinal 
matters. In his scholarly work, there is no radical polemic typical of later 
periods, for he drew on the achievements of the late scholastic modifications  
of Aristotle and other ancient ideas (especially pythagoreanism  
as a heuristic principle), according to the eclectic spirit of the period. 
 The methodology of Copernicus’s astronomical research contains 
general rules to describe the world according to the critically evaluated 
tradition of ancient and medieval science. The scholar collected all  
the available testimonies, observations and theories and subjected them 
to criticism according to the scholastic structure of the discussion, namely 
presenting various stances, enumerating doubts and counteracting 
them with other opinions, to finally give the correct solution and refute  
the presented doubts.15 In this way he mastered all the achievements 
of modern astronomy and reconstructed this field. Similarly as an 
administrator of the Chapter’s goods and a member of the Prussian political 
elite, he gathered opinions, confronting various proposals, and considering 
the interests of various groups to support the work of integrating Prussia 
with the Crown, while preserving a certain autonomy of the region that 
had fostered the development of commerce and agriculture. 
 He must have also appreciated the significance of the German  
element in Warmia and other cities of the Polish-Lithuanian  
Commonwealth. He maintained good relations with Germany, criticizing 
only the Teutonic circles which opposed the Polish authorities. After the 

14  B. Chmielowski, Nowe Ateny, vol. I–IV, 2nd ed., Lwów 1755–64; Z. Wardęska, Teoria 
heliocentryczna w interpretacji teologów XVI wieku, Wrocław 1975 (Studia Copernicana,  
vol. 12).
15  This is a classical method included in the Summa theologiae of St. Thomas Aquinas.
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secularization of the Order, he went to Konigsberg to provide medical 
assistance at the court of Prince Albrecht. The Warmia Chapter agreed 
to this trip, and the health of the regional official, George von Kunheim, 
improved. Thus, relations with the former Teutonic Knights in Prussia were 
much better than one may imagine on the basis of Henryk Sienkiewicz’s 
historical novels written in the era of the partitions and clearly rising 
against the germanizing policies of the German state. 
 The facts quoted above show that Copernicus maintained an equal 
distance towards two extreme attitudes alien to Jagiellonian ideas, namely 
cosmopolitanism and nationalism. The scholar’s patriotism was balanced 
and creative for the sake of the further development of the multinational 
monarchy. Using modern language, Copernicus’ social, political and 
historiological reflections may be counted among the views that pay 
homage to the principles of sustainable development and the long duration 
of ideas.

•
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