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In the present paper the current state of research into 
the patronage and collecting activities of Prince Stanisław 
Poniatowski (1754–1833) in his second homeland Italy, with 
which he was connected for almost 40 years of his life, is out-
lined. Over the period, the Prince made three long trips there 
which preceded 30 years of living in Italy on a permanent 
basis, first in Rome, and then in Florence, where he was bur-
ied following his last will in a sumptuous tomb raised by his 
sons in the Blessed Sacrament Chapel by St Mark’s Church.1

The biographical novel by Marian Brandys published under 
a slightly provocative title over half a century ago Nieznany 
książę Poniatowski [Unknown Prince Poniatowski], despite 
several editions,2 has not significantly contributed to pop-
ularizing the extremely extravagant figure of the King’s  
nephew Stanisław Poniatowski; neither have the trans-
lated and published some dozen years later Poniatowski’s 
Pamiętniki synowca [Nephew’s Memoirs] compiled by Jerzy 
Łojek.3 Prince Stanisław, despite many character virtues, 
numerous accomplishments, and an extraordinary personal 
history, has not taken as prominent a position either in aca-
demic research or in the collective memory of Poles as his 
junior cousin Prince Józef who drowned in the Elster River 
giving his life for the homeland.

Born in Warsaw in 1754, Stanisław Poniatowski was the 
son of Kazimierz, elder brother of King Stanislaus Augustus, 
and Apolonia née Ustrzycki.4 He died in Florence in 1833. In 
Polish literature he is occasionally mistaken for the King’s 
father whose name was also Stanisław. In Polish studies on 
the history of collecting or history of Polish-Italian relations,

similarly as in guides to the Eternal City and Florence, he 
has been almost entirely neglected. In a guide to Rome,  
a note mentioning him appeared for the first time only in 
2009 in the text by Adam Broż.5 Meanwhile, both in Rome 
and its vicinity, as well as in Florence and around, many  
places still connected with this important historical figure can 
be found. Over the recent dozen years or so some new inter-
est of Italian and Polish researchers in that rather forgotten, 
but certainly not commonplace, and after all favourite neph-
ew of the last Polish King has been observed. Several publica-
tions of professional historians and what is more, amateurs 
with a passion and journalists, who, interestingly, are Italians 
or Poles living in Italy, have been released;6 they have tried 
to popularize the figure of the fabulously wealthy, though 
eccentric Prince. Curiously enough, also a theatre play:  
un Atto Unico Teatrale, titled Stanislao Poniatowski,7 was 
written in 1999 following a several-year preliminary research 
by Alberto Macchi, an Italian director and author. What is 
more, in the 21st century, Poniatowski’s famous collection of 
engraved gems became of interest to some young archaeolo-
gists. Among the latter, mention has to be made first of all 
of Claudia Wagner associated with the University of Oxford, 
in whose Beazley Archive she has been implementing the 
project meant to amass all the possible information on the 
Prince’s collection. She has already published several pa-
pers on the topic.8 The other archaeologist who began deal-
ing with the question of Prince’s engraved gems was Paweł 
Gołyźniak from Cracow, author of some new findings in re-
lation to several items that used to belong to Poniatowski.9 
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However, on the whole it can be said that the Prince, an 
art patron and an outstanding collector, has over the re-
cent years proved more inspiring to the Italian circles than  
others. What the Italians find intriguing is the life story of 
the King’s nephew who, following the sale of numerous 
large estates and real estate, filled his life in Italy with pur-
chases of carefully selected estates, real estate and mova-
bles, including the highest-quality art pieces. Regrettably 
dispersed today, the collection pieces are now found in the 
most prestigious world museums.

On the other hand, claiming that Prince Stanisław is 
an entirely forgotten figure would not be correct, either. 
However, the major studies dedicated to him were pub-
lished a relatively long time ago. The most extensive, i.e. 
the book I Poniatowski a Roma (Firenze 1972), speaking of 
the history of Prince Stanisław and the Poniatowski family, 
was written by the Italian writer and columnist Andrea Busiri 
Vici, and has never been translated into Polish.10 Several 
years later, the same author published a major paper on 
Stanisław’s collecting activity in Rome.11 The current state of 
research shows that few Polish art historians have taken any 
deeper interest in the Prince’s activity. Apart from the men-
tions scattered in different studies, there are merely four 
articles dealing with some selected aspects of the Prince’s 
patronage and collecting activity: on Poniatowski’s Roman 
portrait by Janina Michałkowa,12 on the second trip to Italy 
of the King’s nephew by Elżbieta Budzińska,13 on the Prince’s 
‘Retreat’ Palace in Warsaw by Tadeusz Jaroszewski,14 and 
one by Dominika Wronikowska who wrote about the 
Roman ‘Poniatowski Villa’.15 Historically, the most complete 
study dedicated to Prince Stanisław is to be found in Jerzy 
Michalski’s paper from 50 years ago published in the Polish 
Biographical Dictionary.16

Stanisław Poniatowski was regarded as one of the wealth-
iest landowners in Europe; he owned estates in Lithuania, 
Samogitia, the Ukraine, and Mazovia, as well as almost half 
a million of peasants.17 At the Amsterdam Stock Exchange 

his promissory notes were evaluated higher than bills of ex-
change issued by royalties.18 He owed his solid wealth on 
the one hand to the favour of the King who would present 
him with extensive estates, and on the other, to his own 
talents, education, wide interests, hard work, and skills to 
multiply his estates, either initially in the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, or later in Italy.19 Therefore the Prince al-
ready at a very young age could afford to pay enormous 
sums of money to purchase exquisite estates or to satisfy 
his collecting or bibliophile passions. Interestingly, he was 
extremely economical, apparently having taken after his 
mother in his financial prudence.20

Not only did Prince Stanisław gain excellent education, 
but he also had extremely refined manners. A polyglot, 
next to Polish he was fluent in French, Italian, and English.21 
Visiting many different countries, he was also received at im-
perial and royal courts, since the King used to send him on 
diplomatic missions from a young age. Starting early in life, 
he mixed with monarchs and aristocracy while representing 
Stanislaus Augustus.22 The last Polish King highly appreci-
ated his nephew setting great political hopes on him, ex-
pecting him to become his successor to the throne.23 It was 
at the instigation of his paternal uncle that Stanisław, aged 
eight, was sent to a school in Warsaw run by Italian monks: 
the Theatines.24 The several years at the school undoubt-
edly had a great impact on the future of the Prince, since at 
a very early stage in life he was instilled with the interest in 
Italian culture, which with time developed in him into pas-
sionate fondness, observes Marian Brandys.25 As said above, 
before settling down in Italy for good, Stanisław Poniatowski 
had made three long trips there on which he earnestly vis-
ited different corners of the Apennine Peninsula.26

The Prince’s first trip to Italy at the age of 21 took place 
in late 1774 and early 1775, having been preceded by 
an earlier year’s stay in Paris and Toulouse. Poniatowski 
reached Rome having travelled across southern France and 
Switzerland. This visit to Italy that lasted for several months 
was commented upon by Prince Stanisław in his Nephew’s 
Memoirs years later with one sentence only and an erro-
neous date.27 Thus today hardly anything is known about 
that trip. Marian Brandys suggests that already at that stage 
Stanisław felt for the first time the extraordinary flavour of 
wandering across antiquarian shops.28 He does not, how-
ever, confirm the thesis with any sources. A similar state-
ment can be found in Busiri Vici who does not elaborate on 
this motif, either.29 Elżbieta Budzińska in her paper which 
she prepared based on the Prince’s Mémoires of the second 
trip to Italy, these, however, still in a manuscript, claims that 
frequent recollections and comparisons to the first trip can 
be found in them. Regrettably, not quoting any definite ex-
amples, Budzińska merely states the above.30 Hopefully thus 
the Mémoires awaiting the translation and compilation will 
reveal some essential information on that several months’ 
stay of the Prince in the Eternal City.

At the current stage of research, it is hard to pinpoint 
the period when Prince Stanisław demonstrated the first 
symptoms of interest in art and beautiful historic objects. 
According to A. Busiri Vici, Prince Stanisław’s collector’s in-
clinations were most strongly inspired by King Stanislaus 
Augustus and Prince’s father Kazimierz Poniatowski.31 Let 
us recall here that young Prince Stanisław was member of 

1. Portrait of Stanislaus Poniatowski after Angelica Kauffmann, Royal Castle 
in Warsaw – Museum, ACNO ZKW/1635 



82 MUZEALNICTWO 61

2. Villa Poniatowski in Rome, layout 
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the Physical Society, active as of 1778, and following the  
fashion of the time, he would collect nature specimens, min-
erals included.32 During his three-month trip to Germany in 
the summer of 1784, the Prince displayed much interest in 
art and studied it further. In Berlin and Leipzig, he visited 
painters’ and sculptors’ studios, as well as a porcelain man-
ufacturer; furthermore, he debated over ancient art, and 
admired sculptures at Sans-Souci.33 In Leipzig, he made big 
purchases from antiquarians, which testified to the refined 
and stable taste of the Prince, aged 30 at the time, as well 
as to his substantial financial capacity, since he purchased 
a large painting by Van Dyck, a beautiful Rembrandt…,  
a precious drawing by Reynolds.34 Not only did Stanisław 
Poniatowski discover a golden vase offered in the 17th cen-
tury by Smolensk to victorious King Sigismund III when visit-
ing the Munich museum in the company of the philologist 
Mateusz Nielubowicz-Tukalski, but he also successfully en-
deavoured to have the historic item restored to the Polish 
King.35 Importantly, during that trip, apart from showing  
a vivid interest in old art, the Prince commissioned works 
from contemporary artists as well.36

Prince Stanisław’s second visit to Italy is much bet-
ter known and recorded thanks to the aforementioned 
Mémoires and their partial compilations.37 It is known that 
on that particular trip the King’s nephew was travelling to 
Italy to have his health restored following a long disease, as 
suggested by the family and friends. Unburdened with any 
diplomatic missions, he continued the expedition for almost 
a year: between 30 April 1785 and 13 February 1786. The 
Prince was accompanied by several individuals, among them 
an anonymous antiquarian Prince Stanislaw called mon 
Antiquaire. In Rome, Poniatowski stayed for about six weeks, 
and spent the remaining time travelling around almost all 
the country to visit a substantial number of places, e.g.: 
Venice, Vicenza, Bergamo, Milan, Certosa, Bologna, Verona, 
Florence, Naples, Caserta, Calabria, and Sicily. Although he 
was always interested first of all in economics, trade, and 
industry, he also eagerly visited historic sites, strongly 

focusing on ancient culture. The Prince spent a lot of time 
in Pompei and Herculaneum, the two being places he would 
frequently revisit. The second visit to Italy was undoubtedly 
of great importance for consolidating the Prince’s interest 
in and passion for ancient art. After yet another visit to the 
Portici Museum, he wrote as follows: What for us is merely 
craftsmanship, was art in the ancient world… All the ancient 
did does not only seem useful, but also beautiful, and solid. 
They were the English of their times.38 During the whole 
trip Stanisław Poniatowski made numerous purchases, re-
cording what he bought, only occasionally adding a perfunc-
tory comment. In Livorno, the Prince bought e.g., a very 
nice head of Leonardo da Vinci from the English Consul.39 
Regrettably, nothing more is known of the work, or what 
technique it applied. Undoubtedly at that stage the Prince 
was becoming an enthusiast of late Renaissance Italian 
painting, which did not really stop him from visiting con-
temporary painters, sculptors, and engravers. In Naples, for 
instance, he met with the famous female painter Angelika 
Kauffman, who actually was to paint his portrait in the fu-
ture. However, it was during his Roman stay that the young 

3 and 4. Villa Poniatowski, elevation from the side of di Villa Giulia Street, Villa Poniatowski, elevation from the side of di Villa Giulia Street 

5. Villa Poniatowski, elevation fragment 
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lover of antiquities was misled, the deception not going un-
noticed by the observers of the scene: he purchased for the 
King an urn with ashes said to be those of Scipio Africanus 
which soon, however, turned out to be the ashes of sacrifi-
cial calves.40 In the memoirs dictated by the end of his life, 
the Prince, who was first of all a practical individual and  
a keen observer, remarked: I made a trip to Italy, to Calabria 
and Sicily where I realized what that beautiful country could 
be, and which it was not.41

Prince Stanisław went on the third trip to Italy, mainly 
Rome, after he had left politics and resigned from all the civil 
and military dignities. He arrived in the Eternal City in late 
1791, to leave it only in April 1795. That period was most 
fully presented by Andrea Busiri Vici.42 In his Memoires, the 
Prince commented: It was an extremely pleasant stay owing 
to the great number of bright and talented individuals who 
due to the European disturbances ended up in Rome.43 He 
then renewed his friendship with the outstanding archae-
ologist and numismatist, author of a multi-volume history of 
art Jean Baptiste Seroux d’Agincourt,44 with whom he visited 
Rome’s antiquarians.45 Having become honorary member 
of the Academy of St Luke in 1792,46 he briefly mentioned 
his new important project, namely having a house built 
in Rome.47 It is known that in 1794 the famous architect 
Giuseppe Valadier bought on his behalf a tenement house 
in via della Croce, which he extended, transforming into  
a sumptuous residence.48 In the meantime, Poniatowski 
made a trip, e.g. to Naples, Monte Cassino, and Caserta. 

6. Villa Poniatowski, information on the Etruscan art collection

9. Palazzo Poniatowski, passage to the garden with the view of Lake Bolsena

8. Palazzo Poniatowski as seen from the side of Piazza della Rocca – current 
state after destructions and remodelling, with several private flats inside

7. Palazzo Poniatowski as seen from the harbour, first from the left
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10 and 11. Palazzo Poniatowski, view of Lake Bolsena from the palace garden

On that occasion he received exquisite Etruscan vases, 
which enriched his collection, from the King and Queen of 
Naples.49

It is not known when Stanisław Poniatowski finally be-
gan his permanent stay in Rome. Based on the so-far finds, 
only a rough date in the first decade of the 19th century is  
pointed to, namely in ca 1805.50 What thus remains enig-
matic is only the date of the arrival of the Prince in his ear-
ly thirties in Italy, since his later life story, particularly in 
Rome, was thoroughly researched and presented first of all 
by Andrea Busiri Vici.51 Poniatowski stayed in the Eternal 
City until 1824. Apart from the palace in via della Croce men-
tioned above, in 1800, the Prince also purchased a palace 
beyond the Porta del Popolo and outside the walls of Rome, 
surrounded by an expansive estate stretching between via 
Flaminia and the Parioli Hill.52 Once again did Poniatowski 
commission the alteration of the picturesquely located resi-
dence from Giuseppe Valadiera; renamed ‘Villa Poniatowski’ 
at that point, it has retained the name to this day. Having 
been restored in 1997–2003, it currently houses a part 
of the collections of the Etruscan Museum. Furthermore, 
Poniatowski bought, mainly from the Apostolic Camera, oth-
er beautiful properties and estates, e.g. the Capodimonte 
Palace on Lake Bolsena,53 a several-hectare estate on Lake 
Albano near Castel Gandolfo, the ‘Tor Carbone’ estate in 
Appia Antica in the suburbs of Rome, the ‘Tenuta Della 
Colonna’ close to Bomarzo, and a beautiful estate in San 
Felice Circeo.54 Poniatowski placed his quickly growing art 
and book collections first of all in his Roman palace in via 
della Croce and the ‘Villa Poniatowski’. As it was observed 
by Busiri Vici d’Arcevia, around that time the collecting in-
terests of Prince Stanisław evolved: from ethnographic col-
lections towards archaeology, and from painting to prints.55 
His great passion for the antiquity yielded rich collections of 
ancient sculptures, vases, and engraved gems, medals, and 
coins; it was the Italian researcher who aimed at making 
their list and show their story, if only partially. Among other 
things, he succeeded in ascertaining that the marble sculp-
ture of the Kore that once belonged to Poniatowski is now 
on display at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna.56 
What continues to be extremely complicated is the story 
of the once known, today dispersed collection of engraved 
gems, once amounting to about 3.000 items. Some of them 
were ancient, some were imitations commissioned by the 
Prince from the most outstanding hardstone carvers of the 

time.57 Furthermore, the collection of paintings and draw-
ings that once belonged to Prince Poniatowski seems im-
pressive, although today it remains hard to ascertain based 
on the last will and other descriptions whether the works 
were originals. Busiri Vici d’Arcevia enumerates a number 
of works by the most reputed painters, e.g., four paintings 
by Giotto that once belonged to the Prince, which ended up 
later in prestigious collections: The Nativity at New York’s 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Presentation in the Temple 
at Boston’s Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Pentecost 
at London’s National Gallery, and one in the Berenson 
Collection in Florence’s ‘Villa I Tatti’;58 the famous Musicians 
by Caravaggio are currently at the New York Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. 59 The Italian scholar also enumerates  
a substantial number of works by Italian artists recorded in 
lists of auction sales, such as: Sofonisba Anguisola, Belotto, 
Bronzino, Cagnacii, Cigoli, Cima da Conegliano, Del Sarto, 
Dolci, Domenichino, Fra Bartolomeo, Garofalo, Guardi, 
Locatelli, Luini, Masaccio, Maldura, Perugino, Pordenone, 
Raffaello, Reni, Rosa, Rosalba, Rotari, Simone da Pesaro, 
Tiepolo, Veronese, Zuccarelli.60 Works by Flemish, Dutch, 
and French artists are slightly less numerous, however 
Busiri Vici d’Arcevia also records outstanding names such as: 
Cranach, Jan Brueghel, Ostade, Poussin, Ruysdael, Rubens, 
Teniers, Van Loo.

It was Florence that became Poniatowski’s last domicile. 
First, in Rovezzano near Florence the Prince purchased the 
old ‘Palagio dei Pini’ Villa in 1823. Later, in 1825, he bought 
the ‘Palazzo Capponi’ Villa at today’s 18 via Cavour, where he 
transferred his collection, and where he lived to the end of 
his days. In the 1820s, the Prince also became the owner of 
the ‘Palazzo Guadagni’, later renamed the ‘Palazzo Guadagni 
Poniatowski’ in today’s Piazzale della Porta al Prato. Nearby, 
in Livorno, Poniatowski bought two villas: ‘Villa Letizia’ and 
‘Villa Monterotondok’, while near Siena he bought the old 
San Lorenzo a Coltibuono Abbey.61

Jan Łojek emphasizes that the intensity of the collecting 
from the last period of his life proves that Prince Stanisław 
was an aesthete and lover of beautiful objects. However, he 
never considered them more important than political and 
economic issues.62 His collecting passion and impressive 
achievements in this respect, as well as occasional spectacu-
lar errors, constituted for him an essential completion of his 
daily activities, and undoubtedly provided him with an es-
cape from his personal bitter defeats and those of Poland’s, 

(Photos: 1 – A. Ring, L. Sandzewicz; 2-6 – Ł. Paprotny; 7, 11 – W. Cichosz; 8-10 – A. Bender)
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whom, as much as immersed in the Italian daily realities, 
and distanced from, he never forgot.63 In his memoirs, writ-
ten down by the end of his life, in 1830–31, the Prince con-
cluded: Having freedom to choose your career, you have to 
always remember what you are indebted for to yourself, the 
family, and the country you owe your existence to.64

To conclude, let us observe that the Polish and foreign 
publications on history and history of art and archaeology 
do not exhaust the whole spectrum of research issues re-
lated to Prince Stanisław Poniatowski. It is a bit surprising 

that such numerous architectural initiatives of the Prince, 
and his wide activity in artistic patronage and collecting: 
first in Poland, and later in Italy, have not as yet incited any 
greater interest, particularly among art historians.65 So-far 
publications and partially only used source material, as well 
as the preserved objects can constitute basis for furthering 
search, research, and scientific findings which would cer-
tainly help to attain a better insight into the still mysterious 
vicissitudes of the movables and immovable properties of 
the royal nephew.

Abstract: The current state of research into the patron-
age and collecting activities of Prince Stanisław Poniatowski 
(1754–1833) in Italy with which he was connected for al-
most 40 years of his life is outlined. Over the period, the 
Prince made 3 long trips there which preceded 30 years of 
living in Italy on a permanent basis, first in Rome, and then 
in Florence where he was buried.

Despite his many accomplishments and extraordinary per-
sonal history, the Prince has not taken as prominent a posi-
tion either in academic research or in the collective memory 
of Poles as his junior cousin Prince Józef who drowned in 
the Elster River giving his life for the homeland. Although 
no monograph has as yet been published on Stanisław 
Poniatowski, he is not entirely forgotten. However, the ma-
jor studies dedicated to him were published a relatively long 
time ago. The most extensive, i.e. the book I Poniatowski 
a Roma (Firenze 1972), speaking of the history of Prince 

Stanisław and the Poniatowski family, was written by the 
Italian writer and columnist Andrea Busiri Vici and has never 
been translated into Polish. As the current state of research 
shows, very few Polish art historians have taken any in depth 
interest in the Prince’s activity. Apart from the mentions 
scattered in different studies, there are merely four articles 
dealing with some selected aspects of the Prince’s patron-
age and collecting activity (by Janina Michałkowa, Elżbieta 
Budzińska, Tadeusz Jaroszewski, Dominika Wronikowska). 
Historically the most complete study dedicated to Prince 
Stanisław is to be found in Jerzy Michalski’s paper from  
50 years ago published in the Polish Biographical Dictionary.
The to-date Polish and foreign publications in history, his-
tory of art and archaeology do not exhaust many issues re-
lated to the person, activity, and the collecting passion of 
Prince Stanisław.

Keywords: Prince Stanisław Poniatowski, Italy, collector, patron, engraved gems, Rome, Florence.
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