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W O M E N , JEWS A N D G E R M A N S : 
O U T S I D E R S I N T H E O L D C Z E C H UNGUENTARIUS 

Alfred Thomas 

Jarmila F.Veltrusky's Mastičkář. A Sacred Farce from Medieval Bohemia (1985) 
represents the most detailed study of the two extant fragments of the Latin-Czech 
medieval drama Unguentarius (Mastičkář) from c. 1340. Veltrusky is surely correct 
to maintain that the Unguentarius reconciles the comic potential of f arce with the reli­
gious power of spirituál drama. Aecording to Veltrusky, obscenity assumes the bakh-
tinian form of universal mockery of all social categories whereas Alfred Thomas dis-
cerns a distinction between an unmarked and unmocked Czech-speaking ethnic majo­
rity (of noblemen and peasants) and a mocked category of Outsiders (prostitutes, old 
women, Germans and Jews). These outsiders are conflated metonymically through 
the denigrated sexual and scatological imagery of lower bodily parts (anus, male and 
f emale genitalia) which are implicitly contrasted with the sacred bodily parts of the head 
(the locus of anointing), the ehest and the arms. Analogously, the play distinguishes 
between the denigrated discourse of the outsiders and the elevated discourse of the 
sacred characters, a distinction which goes beyond the Latin-vernacular dichotomy 
to encompass German and even mock-Hebrew. Whereas for Veltrusky obscenity 
functions as a means of subverting social control from below, for Thomas there is a 
collusion between the author and his audience in oppressing the powerless outsiders 
for the benefit of the majority. Finally, Thomas discusses the prevalence of the samé 
mode of exclusion in contemporary populär culture as manifested in television and 
cinema, seeing Inversion both as the defining trope of exclusion and the ideological 
link between medieval forms of obscenity and their modern secular equivalent. 
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In the religiously tolarant climate of the Bohemian townships in the second half of 
the sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth centuries, the great confessional history 
played a far less significant role than the local and, above all, individual lives of particu­
lar burghers. The authors of this article have analysed 1364 wills of the burghers of Pra­
gue and Louny between 1550 and 1620 where they discovered 519 inventaries of per­
sonal libraries. Luther's works are prominent in sixteen percent of these libraries; 
these are predominantly in German, seldom in Latin and very rarely in Czech. Luther 
was amongst the most widely read authors in Prague and Louny, more populär than 
John Hus and other Bohemian writers. Most numerous are his postils, his catechism, 
his sermons and, of course, his German translation of the Bible. Even his collected 
works were owned in Prague. Not present, however, are his most important writings 


