
The Baroque Palace 
 of The Vasa dynasTy

Grand Duke of Lithuania and King of Po-
land Stephen Bathory (1576–1586) spent 
most of his time in Hrodna (now in Belarus). 
Nevertheless, he received the papal nuncio, 
Ippolito Aldobrandini, the future Pope 
Clement VIII (1592–1605) whose 1602 Bull 
proclaimed the canonization of St Casimir, 
in the luxurious Vilnius palace. 
After the fire of 1610, new construction ini-
tiatives were undertaken by the Grand Duke 
of Lithuania and King of Poland Sigismund 
Vasa (1587–1632). The palace was rebuilt in 
Northern Mannerist style. The repairs were 
overseen by the Vilnius castle caretaker Pe-
ter Nonhart and the architect and carpenter 
William Pohl. 
The second phase of reconstruction work at 
the Vilnius residence during the reign of the 
Vasas, when the palace took on the features of 
the early Italian Baroque, coincided with the 
construction of the mausoleum chapel dedi-
cated to St Casimir (1458–1484) adjoining 
the Vilnius Cathedral. Work was initiated by 
Sigismund Vasa in 1624 and completed by 
his son Ladislaus Vasa (1632–1648), whose 
heart was buried in the Vilnius Cathedral. 
The rulers of the Vasa dynasty justifiably held 
Prince Casimir as their relative and went to 
great efforts to have him cannonized and in 
spreading his cult. St Casimir’s Chapel also 
functioned as the palace chapel, and the ca-
thedral and residence were joined by a spe-
cially-constructed gallery. Historical sources 
show that the Italian brothers, architects Cos-
tante and Jacopo Tencalla, who had worked 
in Rome with the famous Carlo Maderno, 
oversaw the reconstruction of the palace in 
the first half of the 17th century and the con-
struction of St Casimir’s Chapel. Up until the 
turn of the 18th–19th centuries, whereupon 
the palace was demolished, the residence and 
cathedral had comprised a uniform architec-
tural ensemble with the same artists usually 
working on the two structures simultaneous-
ly. Architects always considered the shapes 
and volumes of the cathedral and palace in 
terms of one another, thereby creating a har-
monious complex taken in its entirety. 
During the time of the Vasas, the palace be-
came a centre for the dissemination of Ba-
roque culture and art among the nobles of 
Lithuania. Preceeding anything similar in 
Paris or London, in 1636 the first opera in 
Lithuania was staged in the palace – Il Ratto 
di Helena (The Abduction of Helen). The li-
bretto was written and published in Vilnius 
by Virgillio Puccitelli, secretary to Ladislaus 
Vasa, and the music was probably composed 
by the famous Italian composer and conduc-
tor Marco Scacchi, who was working in Vil- 
nius at the time. Carnivals, masquerade balls, 
and hunting with hounds all took place in and 
around the palace. Envoys from other coun-
tries were received at the representational 
residence, vassal oath-giving ceremonies of 
the Courland dukes were held here, the Vasa 
dynasty’s policies and military activities in 
the East and North European regions were 
modelled, and of course, military triumphs 
were celebrated here.
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