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It was the Czech Reformation that created the unusual conditions of
political life in the country. During the long interregnum from 1437 t0 1453
the thirty-two towns with a Royal Charter became powerful enough to with-
stand pressure from both the higher and the lower aristocracy.'® While the
Hussite King Jifi of Podébrady (1458-1471) reduced the power of the
burghers and the third estate,'* they came into their own again during the
reign of Vladislav. To the amazement of foreign observers, those who
assembled at Kutna Hora in May 1471 to call the fifteen-year-old Vladislav,
son of the Polish King Casimir, to ascend the throne of Bohemia, included
simple tradesmen and craftsmen as well as nobles. Elected king, Vladislav
11 Jagiellon (1471-1516) had to take the oath that he would rule over ‘twopar-
tite people’, i.e. the Utraquists and the Catholics, according to the terms of
the Compactata agreement between the Czech Hussites and the Council of
Basle.!®

Vladislav’s reign began in violence. The King of Hungary, Matthias
Corvinus, instigated by radical elements in the Church, had declared
himself King of Bohemia (1469); his armics controlled Moravia, Silesia and
Lusatia, and were attacking Bohemia.'® Vladislav was a Catholic, too, but
the Roman Curia did not want to recognize him as king because he stood
by the Compactata which successive popes had repudiated. The Prague
king was not one of those virulent heretic-hunters. Instead, he preferred to
seck an understanding with the Czech Utraquists who were already well
organized in Bohemia. During the war with Corvinus, Vladislav continu-
ally made concessions to him and the estates of Bohemia, trying to find a
compromise, a way to peace. In 1479 he made his peace with Corvinus in
Olomouc, but his rule covered only Bohemia; Corvinus kept his title of
King of Bohemia, and retained control over the lesser Czech Lands,
Moravia, Silesia and Lusatia.

As King Vladislav came to the throne, it was necessary to define quite
clearly the power mechanism controlled by the estates of Bohemia.
Following the Peace of Olomouc in 1479, the Royal Gouncil became a pow-
erful entity; consisting of about thirty members, this body lived at the court
and was governed not only by the king, but also by a committee of the
estates. The Diet even agreed that each region was to send successively
noblemen to be members of the Royal Council, without the king’s knowl-
edge.'” This institution became the supreme governing body, regularly
meeting to discuss all.urgent questions be they political, ecclesiastical, mili-
tary, diplomatic or finaricial. With the King’s consent they ordered the
Royal Chancellery to issue the relevant documents, decrees and ordinances.
The Royal Council even expressed its views on royal marriages, and pre-
vented the King from marrying the daughter of the Margrave of
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Brandenburg Achilles Count Albrecht. The bride, Barbara Hlohovska [of
Glogau], was robbed of her Silesian homeland by King Matthias Corvinus.
The estates refused to allow a dowryless princess to ascend the throne of
Bohemia. And so, although Vladislav had been officially married, the
wedding ceremony never took place, and although Barbara Hlohovska
called herself Queen of Bohemia, she never met her royal husband, and
never crossed into Bohemia.'® Such was the power of the Royal Council,
the executive organ of the estates in Bohemia.

The regular mechanism of executive power in Bohemia became the
Diet.'? Officially convoked only with the King’s consent, this body often met
without his knowledge, and informed him of its activities only afterwards —
especially after 1490 when Vladislav was elected to the Hungarian throne
and made Buda his residence. There were three divisions (‘curias’): the
nobles, the knights and the burghers; they met separately, and then met

" together to pass common resolutions. Thus at least four times a year

between 150 to 200 men met to decide on such matters as taxes, defence of
the kingdom, dealings with the Emperor, with ncighbouring rulers, the cur-
rency, and all questions that had to be decided by law. There were 190 meet-
ings of the Dict between 1471 and 1526, convoking thousands of nobles and
burghers, active participants in the political life of the kingdom — in effect,
legislators. The resolutions of the Diet had the character of law, and were
inscribed in special books, the so-called Land Register.??

It was not rare for the assembly meetings to be chaotic, never-ending, and
members to be criticized for their empty speeches and useless discussions.
Thus the weaknesses of later democratic parliaments may be perceived.
Nevertheless, the fact that the lesser nobility and the burghers took an active
part in the meetings of the Diet showed the growing participation of
broader elements of the population in political decision-making. If one
assumes democratization to mean the gradual awakening to political and
public activity of these sections of the population previously partially or
completely excluded from it, then the meetings of the Diet in Bohemia were
doubtless a form of a process of democratization. The years from 1471 to
1526 saw the most active period of the Diet, equalled perhaps only by the
second half of the nineteenth century, when it met frequently and civil
society was developing under very different conditions.?!

The growing importance of offices of the Land formally bound by royal
consent but in fact by the estates, was characteristic of the times. The
highest office, that of the Burgrave of Prague invested with supreme mili-
tary power, was one such instance.”? Then there was the High Judge, the
holder of the highest juridical office and another was the Chamberlain, in
charge of the finances of the Land, and the Chancellor as the head of the
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