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T 'he Hungarian people is celebrating the five-hundredth 
anniversary of the birth of King Matthias Corvinus in 
a manner worthy of that great sovereign. Matthias 

was one of the mightiest, wisest and most enlightened 
monarchs of his age. He was an enthusiastic supporter of 
the Renaissance and the most eminent patron of that cultural 
movement. His Court was frequented by the foremost 
Renaissance scholars, writers and artists. He founded one 
of the greatest libraries of the age, which was later on 
unfortunately decimated by the ravages of Turkish occupa
tion; the volumes which have survived (the “Corvina" MSSJ 
are still the jealously guarded treasures of the few libraries 
(including that of the Vatican) which have such in their 
possession. Matthias established a world-famed university; 
and already in 1473 founded a printing press in Buda, 
thereby anticipating, among other countries, Austria, 
England and Spain.

His eminence as a patron of culture was matched by 
his far-sighted ability in foreign affairs. The ideal he set 
before him was the creation of a close alliance between the 
most highly cultured and most powerful States of the Central 
Europe of his age —  Hungary, Germany and the Italien 
States. After first defeating Bohemia, he overthrew the 
jealous German princes; and he actually marched into 
Vienna, bringing Bohemia, Austria and Styria under his 
sceptre: all this being done for the purpose of putting an 
end to the Western feuds and of bringing into being, after 
his victories, relations of the closest friendship with the 
German princes, the Italian States with which he was on 
amicable terms and the Vatican, —  an alliance which was 
to be a  coalition of the progressive and cultured West 
formed with the object of neutralizing the danger of the
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imperialism of the Turkish Empire then advancing from the 
East. Matthias succeeded in securing the confidence of the 
Western States, and with his splendid army —  the first 
really modern army in Europe —  won a victory over the 
Turks of great significance in world history. Matthias was 
hardly inferior as a general to his father, John Hunyadi, 
whose crushing victory over the Turks at Belgrade is still 
being celebrated throughout the Catholic world by the 
angelus rung every day at noon in every Catholic 
church as originally ordained by the Vatican in memory 
of that outstanding event.

One of the leading axioms of Matthias's policy was the 
maintenance against the whole world of Hungarian inde
pendence; though he fostered relations of the closest 
friendship with the Vatican, he nevertheless refused to 
subject himself in secular affairs to the arbitrament of 
Rome.

Renaissance prince though he was, he loyally observed 
the Constitution, convening Parliament regularly; and it was 
due, not to his dictatorial power, but to the magnetism of 
his personality, tha the diets complied with his every wish. 
He overthrew the movements of insurgents; but, when he 
had thereby consolidated his power, he made no attempt 
to abuse that power: and, while he compelled others to 
observe the laws, he himself set an example by his 
uncompromising adherence to the statutes of the Constitu
tion. He broke the power of the magnates who would fain 
have played the roles of petty kings, and frequently raised 
to the highest offices in the land the sons of villeins, 
elevating Thomas Bakocz, for instance, a man of peasant 
origin, to the dignity of Primate of Hungary and selecting 
his diplomats for the most part from among highly cultured 
and reliable men of humble birth. His big standing army 
and his patronage of science and art absorbed enormous sums 
of money. Authorities on the age estimate the aggregate 
expenditure of the king at 2,000,000 florins a year. A t the 
time of his accession public security and the administration 
of justice were in a bad way in Hungary. Being a monarch 
of a modern spirit, he did everything in his power to 
extirpate the last remnants of medieval club-law and to
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prevent the domineering magnates having a hand in the 
administration of justice. He adjusted the sphere of 
jurisdiction of the supreme court of law, the Curia, and in 
1464 established the "personalis presentia regia" (a court 
sitting under the presidency of a “ locum tenens" appointed 
by the king), which later developed into the King's Bench, 
against whose decisions appeal could be made to the 
sovereign. It was in the reign of Matthias that there 
developed the autonomy of the counties to which Louis 
Kossuth attached such vital importance. The county 
assemblies were the strongholds of the lesser nobility 
(gentry), who were opposed to the aristocracy; the lesser 
nobility elected the county magistrates and the deputy- 
sheriffs. Matthias protected industry and the towns engaged 
in commerce which paid taxes; and during his reign the 
country advanced with rapid strides in civilization and 
culture. The protection he afforded the villein class would 
deserve to be discussed in a special chapter of its own. On 
the basis of contemporary authorities the fact may be 
established that the agricultural class was far better off in 
the days of Matthias than it was at a later period. The king 
took measures to ensure the peasantry above all the right 
of free migration —  a form of protection against the 
arbitrariness of the landowners of the most effectual 
character.

Matthias exempted a considerable number of market- 
boroughs from feudal obligations or at least from many of 
those obligations: that brought into being market towns with 
a more or less bourgeois character. Had the process been 
continued, in Hungary too there would have developed in 
the course of 1— 2 centuries a bourgeoisie similar to that of 
Western Europe.

Matthias has been ranked among the geratest sovereigns 
of Hungary alike by Hungarian national consciousness and 
by Hungarian history. His knowledge, his intellectual 
eminence, his exceptional and almost miraculous capacity 
for work, his energy and his perseverance, remind us of 
Napoleon. Thus, we cannot but admit his greatness as a man 
and a ruler, even when we strip his figure of the exaggera
tions of romance.
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