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The Craftsman’s Voice and Words in Late
Medieval Austrian Urban Space

GERHARD JARITZ™

Material culture is a complex feature,
and its changes can be regarded
as a result of different influences, ...!

Sensory factors have received specific attention
in historical, archaeological, and art historical
research,? particularly in studies on the history
of material culture.® This contribution concen-
trates on various aspects of the spoken word in
the contexts of late medieval urban crafts and
craftsmen, that is, their voice(s) and reception.
The geographical focus is Austrian urban space.

References to the spoken words of craftsmen
appear regularly in late medieval urban norma-
tive sources and guild regulations, sometimes
also in court evidence and in pieces of narrative
literature. These references either touched upon
or tried to regulate various aspects of verbal com-
munication, from personal invectives to adver-
tising and the appraisal of products.

There is evidence for the prohibition of the
use of obscene words by masters and, in partic-
ular, journeymen, especially in the presence of
women or virgins.* This meant the use of blas-
phemous or unseemly words or swearing, which
was allowed neither in public nor during work,’
and other, so-called “prohibited” words mostly
uttered in craftsmen’s quarrels with each other,
in a workshop or in guild meetings.®

The large variety of such particular aspects
of the craftsmen’s voice and words, mostly in
negative contexts, can be shown in one example;
in 1505, the crafts and guild regulations of black-
smiths from the town of Wiener Neustadt, south
of Vienna, specify that:

“every journeyman or apprentice should be
fined who used forbidden words against an-

*  Department of Medieval Studies, Central European Uni-
versity, Budapest

other one in the workshop, in the master’s
house, in the hospice, or at another place. If
one smith would have to discuss some matter
with another one, then it should only be done
in the brotherhood of the smiths and nowhere
else. And no journeyman or apprentice should
use violence in words and works against his
master’s wife, daughters, or maidservants. No
master should entice a journeyman or an ap-
prentice from another master.”’

Two Viennese regulations deal with the obliga-
tion of journeymen to keep silent when ordered.®

Negative competition inside a guild or group
of craftsmen could also be connected with the
voices and words of craftsmen as, for instance,
the regulations for barber-surgeons from Wiener
Neustadt show, in which spoken words play a
particularly important, that is, dangerous, role in
different respects,® including bad words masters
and journeymen might say to each other in the
guild or gossip von einem haus in das ander (from
one house to the other). The regulations also
cover male and female barber-surgeons’ “adver-
tising” — inciting negative competition by trying
to lure customers away from one another:

“Any male or female barber-surgeon who
asks people or sends after them or gives them
presents so that they have their bath with
them and not with another barber-surgeon,
each of them is obliged to give as a fine four
pounds of wax to the parish church; nobody
should entice the customers of others.”*

Barber-surgeons sometimes seem to have en-
joyed a specific place in regulations, not always
because of conflicts with regard to their verbal
communication. The 1483 regulations from the
South Styrian town of Radkersburg stipulate
that they should not run naked out of their
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bathing huts and should be dressed covering
themselves down to their knees. Neither mas-
ters nor journeymen should whistle at a married
woman or a virgin.*

Competition, as shown in the example of the
Wiener Neustadt barber-surgeons, was an im-
portant aspect to consider in late medieval crafts
and craft communities such as guilds, brother-
hoods, and so on. It was understood that there
should be no dishonest competition among the
members of a craft community. Such dishonest
competition was often based on (public) adver-
tising, false praise of one’s own products or neg-
ative criticism of another’s wares.?

Concerning the public advertisement of prod-
ucts, craftsmen’s cries, like the well-known cris
de Paris,*® or the “cries of London,”** are familiar
in both text and image. The first relevant regula-
tion to be found in an analysis of Austrian guild
regulations and other urban laws is from Vienna,
dealing with fishmongers’ cries a fortnight before
Ash Wednesday.'s Other references to the cries of
products regularly concentrate on prohibitions
of dishonest competition. For instance, the craft
and guild regulations from 1458 for bakers in the
South Styrian town of Pettau, today Ptuj in Slove-
nia, refer to the yearly market to be held on Saint
Oswald’s day (August 5).15 The regulation states
that the bakers should participate at this market
with chasteness, virtue, and rationality, without
fighting and beating, and an geschrei, that is,
without cries.

Sometimes the orders—for example, the
bakers’ regulations from the small Upper Styrian
town of Murau—were surprisingly detailed. In
1499, the judge and the town council issued the
order that at the places and stalls where bread
and rolls were sold by bakers or the so-called
bread guards, none of them should publicly ad-
vertise their products and ask the customers to
buy from them because they sold good bread and
none of them should describe the bread of others
as bad. Only the products’ outer appearance of
quality mattered, and customers were to buy
from where they wanted and preferred without
being exhorted.'” In 1514, this regulation was ex-
tended and formulated in even more detail. The
Murau town council proclaimed that there
should be a bread guard and bread tables in the
arches near the toll booth. The bread guard was

to collect the bread from the different bakers and
put it on the bread tables. Each week he should
change and put the bread of each baker on an-
other part of the bread tables. Moreover, he
should not tell anyone which loaf came from a
specific baker. He could divulge this information
only when the lord or the town judge asked. Also,
no baker was allowed to tell customers on which
part of the bread table they would find his bread.
If customers stated that they would like to have
bread from a specific baker, the bread guard was
to tell them just to take any, whichever they
wanted. But the bread guard was also allowed to
say, “If you really want bread from this baker,
then go to his house.”*®

This prohibition on advertising and, in par-
ticular, not allowing customers to know whose
product they bought, was upheld to keep peace
in the craft community. It could be different and
often less neutral in other cases. For instance, a
regulation of 1521 for potters in the Styrian cap-
ital, Graz, determined a specific hierarchy of the
different craftsmen: the oldest master should
have his stall at the top, followed by the second
oldest, and so on. If foreigners were offering their
pottery they were to be allowed to do so, but at
the lowest place in the row.* This way, customers
were informed about the products through indi-
rect advertising and without any verbal informa-
tion. In cases when “cries” were not prohibited
as such, they could still be the subject of regula-
tion for quality identification reasons, as the fol-
lowing Nuremberg ruling about clamatores vini,
that is, wine criers, shows: they were to advertise
the wine for what it genuinely was, Franconian
wine as wine from Franconia, wine from the
region of the Neckar River as such, Alsatian wine
as coming from Alsace, and Italian wine as orig-
inating from Italy.?

Competing by public advertisement in the
context of the manner and place of sale, could
also be subject to regulation and can also be seen
in connection with the craftsmen’s voice and
words. The 1511 regulation for furriers from the
Styrian town of Bruck says that they should only
sell at public markets as selling their fur products
at individuals’ homes was prohibited.?

Problems of, and discourse about, public ad-
vertising also became part of late medieval comic
and satirical German literature, for instance, the
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story about Till Eulenspiegel and his experience
with a butcher’s advertising.?? As Eulenspiegel
was passing the butchers’ row, one butcher said
to him that he should take a joint. Eulenspiegel
agreed, took the meat and left. The butcher fol-
lowed him and asked him to pay. Eulenspiegel
argued that the butcher had not said anything
about paying, just about taking the joint, and in-
vited the other butchers at the market as wit-
nesses. As the advertising butcher regularly lured
away customers from his colleagues and they
were angry about this, they all supported Eulen-
spiegel, who then got the meat without paying.
This can be seen as a kind of testimony about the
problems with competitive advertising in the con-
text of the equality of preconditions and protec-
tion of the craft, the guild, and its representatives.
As Jozsef Laszlovszky stated some time ago,
and has always adhered to in his own research,?
this contribution once again shows that any
study on the material culture of the Middle Ages
must also take into account various possible
non-material influences. Sensory aspects play a
particular and important role in this respect.
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