
Diaries and reports  
from debates

There were no official records of proceedings in parliaments of 
Old Poland throughout almost the entire period in which they were in op-
eration. It does not mean, however, that no written records of debates were 
made. Quite early, they became a sought-after source of information about 
the political life of the country. From the 16th century, the so-called “swift 
writers” wrote down a record of debates. They were secretaries employed 
by dignitaries, most frequently their courtiers. Debates were sometimes re-
corded by deputies themselves – either for their own purposes or at some-
one’s request. In Old Poland, the so-called Gdańsk records – reports written 
in German by observers from Gdańsk or emissaries to the Sejm from minor 
Prussian cities – were kept of Sejm debates. There were thus several diaries 
in existence for many Sejms, but individual examples could have different 
editions and copies. This makes it possible to cross-check them today. These 
diaries were very different from today’s shorthand reports. They were not 
a word-for-word record of a debate. Instead, they summarized everything 
that was said at a  Sejm sitting and described the behaviour of its partici-
pants. More detailed accounts can be found in complete texts of speeches 
supplied by deputies and senators.

A page from the oldest Sejm diary 
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After World War II, Professor Władysław Konopczyński published a list of 245 
pre-Partition Sejms, held over a period of 300 years. Around 900 diaries were 
listed for them. The earliest surviving diary dates back to 1548. Many 
diaries still remain in manuscript form. From the 1880s onwards, the Old Pol-
ish diaries began to come into print, mostly due to the efforts of the Polish 
Academy of Arts and Sciences and the Warsaw Scientific Society.

At the time of King Stanisław August Poniatowski, the diaries were written 
on the basis of “notebooks” by secretaries of the Chamber  of Deputies, most 
of whom were employed by the Royal Secretariat. No complete diary of the 
Great Sejm was published though. Two diaries appeared at the time, but they 
covered barely a fifth of the sitting. The material collected for the diary of 
the Four-year Sejm are contained in the archive of its Secretariat, which was 
thought to have been lost but was found to be in the USSR in 1960. So it is pos-
sible to reconstruct the diary now. 
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Diary of the Four-year Sejm

The typing of the “Shorthand Report”, 1923 
Tygodnik Ilustrowany

The diaries of the Duchy of Warsaw and the Congress Kingdom of Po-
land were official records. In the Organic Statute, which extended the 
provisions of the Constitution conferred on the Kingdom in 1815 by Tsar Alex-
ander I, we read: “A Secretary of State appointed by the King will keep a writ-
ten record of proceedings in the Senate; the Marshal will call on one of the 
members of the House of Deputies to fulfil the duties of Secretary of the afore-
said House.” Chancellery employees recorded speeches as faithfully as pos-
sible in longhand, and the diary was compiled by the Secretary of the House. 
The record of proceedings was available for examination at the Chancellery. 
The diaries of the Senate of the Duchy of Warsaw and the Congress Kingdom 
were edited by Julian Ursyn Niemcewicz. As stated in the resolutions of the 
Sejm of the 1831 Uprising, “A Sejm Diary will be maintained as hitherto, con-
taining the speeches as complete as possible, and each Member will be able in 
the course of eight days to examine this record and demand the correction of 
such errors as may have been made therein.”

In the twenty years between the two World Wars, the Shorthand 
Office of the Sejm and Senate of the Republic of Poland and the Edi-
torial Office of Shorthand Reports and the Diary provided servic-
es for the Sejm and Senate. The shorthand office was organized in May 
1918 for the Provisional Council of State and was transferred to the Legisla-
tive Sejm after the Council was dissolved. In 1928, it employed 13 shorthand 
writers. There were three report editors in the Editorial Office, including 
a well-known writer Karol Irzykowski, who was its managing editor for 14 
years. The editors were tasked with editing the official “Shorthand Report”. 
Taking turns to sit in the debating chamber, they also prepared the Diary, 
which contained a summary of the debates. As soon as it was written, it was 
made available to the press and wire agencies. Journalists received it every 
half-hour, in the form of a bulletin with a summary of speeches, texts of mo-
tions and resolutions, voting results and a description of what was happen-
ing in the chamber.
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Analysis, Documentation  
and Correspondence Office

At present, the Sejm and Senate have separate departments which 
prepare reports from their proceedings. In the Senate, it is the task of 
the Minutes’ Unit of the Senate Proceedings Office. In the Sejm it is the task of 
the Shorthand Report Department belonging to the Sejm Sittings Secretariat. 
Senate proceedings are recorded as digital audio and video files. Audio files 
are divided into 5-minute sections on an on-going basis and transcribed into 
a  written text. If there are doubts as to a  given fragment of the recording, 
the stenographer contacts the speaker concerned to clarify them. The spoken 
word of the debating chamber is transformed into the written word not only 
by stenographers, but also by editors, who introduce punctuation and remove 
repetitions and linguistic errors. 

Fragments of the stenographic record are edited on a current basis 
(more or less 4 hours after a speech is made). Next, they are pieced together 
and posted on the Senate’s website as a  preliminary version of the 
“Stenographic Record” (upper photo on the right). During the sitting and 
immediately thereafter, senators may check the text and submit their com-
ments. However, any such comments can only be made to ensure the accu-
racy of the records and not to introduce e.g. a new wording, new proposals or 
justifications. A “Shorthand Report on the Sitting of the Senate of the 
Republic of Poland” is published within three weeks of the sitting. 
This is the official record, which is also posted on the Senate’s website 
(middle photo).

On its website, the Senate publishes a  “Diary”, which provides information 
on issues discussed by the Senate during its sittings, the work of its commit-
tees, participation of senators in State ceremonies and visits by official guests. 
There are also transmissions of current and former sessions of the Senate and 
its committees available at website www.senat.gov.pl/transmisje. The Senate 
also publishes the “Chronicle of the Senate of the Republic of Poland”, which 
provides an overview of legislative work, activities of committees and interna-
tional activity of the Senate (bottom photo).

The typing of the “Shorthand Report”, 2020 
(photo by K. Czerwińska)
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