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The Rossauer Tischzucht is a brief poem dating to the early 14th century that teaches proper table 
manners. It is based in part on the thirteenth-century Tischzucht attributed to Tannhäuser, but 
largely its own creation. The text seems to have been popular as it survives in three manuscripts. It 
is named after the one from the monastery in Rossau, today held by the National Library at Vienna 
(Nationalbibliothek Cod. Ser. Nova 2584). The earliest modern edition By Moritz Haupt in the 
Zeitschrift für Deutsches Altertum of 1849 (pp. 174-177) is now available online. 
(https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k92458q/f176.item). 

The text is unsurprising in itself – table manners do not change much between the 13th and 15th 
centuries – but it is a charming piece of trivial literature and useful for anyone who is interested in 
the fourteenth century specifically and illustrates the practical realities of medieval upper-class 
dining. 

Those who have such knowledge
That they already mastered honourable conduct (zuht und ere)1

I ask on my behalf
That they not be angry
When I now admonish young children
That are about seven years of age
And do not yet have that knowledge
Nor understand proper manners.
But whoever wishes to hear of proper manners
Should now abandon impropriety (unzuht).

Remember that when you go to the table
You must not leave your hands unwashed.
Cut the nails on your hands closely
If they are long, it dishonours you.

If you do not want to sit like an unmannerly person (gouch)2

Loosen the belt around your belly.

If you want to cut bread mannerly
You must avoid doing this: 
Do not brace it against your chest
As weak women will do

1The words zuht and ere mean more than manners. They describe how to be, and be regarded as, a proper member of 
courtly society in every respect, with the emphasis on self-control and reacting appropriately to a given situation. 
The opposite of zuht, unzuht, shows up frequently in this text to describe failures of impulse control or proper 
knowledge. 

2A gouch is a person who lacks proper knowledge of manners. The term is insulting, but does not call into question 
social status as such. 
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Who are obliged to do this because of their weakness
At court, this will be greatly mocked.3

Nobody should together sup 
From one spoon, this is clear.4

It is not proper to drink from bowls
And whoever improperly takes those
And drinks up as though he was mad (als er tobe – prob. noisily)5

Though many praise this bad behaviour (unfuor)
I cannot think but that these are
As bare of honour as an empty cask. 
(er ist der ern ein itel vaz)6

Those who bend over the bowl
And smack uncleanly
With their mouth like a pig
Should be eating with other animals (bi anderm vihe)7. 

Some bite off their bread slices (sniten)8

After the manner of peasants
And dip them back into the bowl;
Courtly people abandon this impropriety.

Some even eat so greedily
They no longer feel what their mouth is doing
And bite their own hand 
Courtly people will avoid this gluttony (gitikheit).

Those who snort like a seal (wasserdahs)9

Or smack their lips like a salmon (lahs)10

3This is an interesting attempt to explain a rather baffling rule. Bread loaves are traditionally cut by bracing them 
against the chest or shoulder, but courtly manners require cutting bread held in the hand. This makes sense as a 
mark of distinction and works because the loaves are not large. The author of this poem sees it as a test of strength 
and coordination; only weak women, thus by implication not properly manly chivalrous men, need the extra help.

4It was customary at the table for two (or occasionally more) diners to share one common bowl they ate from. Sharing 
spoons, on the other hand, was frowned upon. Anything that touched the mouth was a personal implement. Many 
rules of the Tischzucht are explicable when you keep this arrangement in mind. 

5The verb toben describes acts of madness, not mental impairment. It is also used to for angry or drunk people. Here, I 
read it as lack of self-control, greedily drinking 
https://www.culina-vetus.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Tannhauser-Tischzucht.pdfbroth from the bowl instead of 
sopping it up with bread as manners required. 

6This line is hard to render, but very poetic. The person is literally “an empty honour cask”, a cask empty of the honour 
that should be in it. 

7Vihe is specifically domestic livestock, so they should be eating in the stables where the company is fit for them. 
8Bread was an important eating tool at the medieval table. It was cut into slices that would be used for dipping into 

sauces, sopping up liquids, and grasping wet pieces of food. It was similar to, but not exactly like, the way flatbread 
is traditionally used in India.

9A wasserdahs, literally a water badger, is a seal. I wonder how familiar this animal was to people in Vienna. 
10I do not quite understand why a salmon is picked as the example here. A very similar couplet appears in Tannhäusers 

Tischzucht, where wazzerdachs (seal) rhymes with payr sachs (Bavarian Saxon). The intent here is clearly political. 



And eat this way, as many do,
How badly they reject proper manners (sich der zuht verwigt).

Those who clear their throats (wiphitzt)11 when they are supposed to eat
And blow their nose in the tablecloth
Those two things are unmannerly
As far as I can recall.

No mannerly man will do these things:
Lying down on the table
Or leaning back
It is not well received when that happens.
Do not lean on your elbows
Sit upright, not bent over (gesmogen)
And do not touch yourself with your bare hand
But cover it with your clothes
If you must touch yourself.12 

Do not put your fingers on the blade of the knife
When you cut thick bread slices
To empty out your bowl,
You must not forget these manners.13

Wipe your moth before you drink
This courtliness is always proper
And only in proper measure (i.e. not too deeply)
Should your mouth enter the cup.14

Some blow into their drink
I am not sure they will be thanked for that.

When your companion drinks
You should not be eating.15 

Perhaps this is a case of oral transmission where the original meaning is lost and another rhyming word inserted. 
11This word is unclear. Every commentary I have found offers a similar, entirely conjectural, reading. 
12This is another rule that makes sense from a hygiene perspective. People eat with their fingers. That is why they must 

wash their hands, but also why they must not use their bare fingers to touch shared foods after they have touched 
their mouths. If you are itching and need to scratch yourself, doing it with your bare hands would have been as 
disgusting as using your spoon to do it at a modern table. 

13Again, this illustrates how bread is used as an eating implement to sop or wipe up liquid foods. Loaves are cut at the 
table by the diners, and not putting your finger on the blade is both for hygiene and to demonstrate your grip stength 
and dexterity. The original implies a sense of ‘no matter how thick the slices you are cutting”. This matches well 
with the rules for cutting bread earlier. 

14Like bowls, drinking cups were shared at the table. It was therefore good manners to allow your mouth to touch the 
cup as little as possible. Other works on table manners also recommend remembering where your lips touched the 
cup, and only drinking from that spot. Much of what we consider dainty eating originates with thjese concerns for 
hygiene.

15This is another common rule. It may be to do with the idea that drinking is the more important shared activity. Other 
works on table manners also state that nobody at the table should have food in their mouths while the host is 



And count this for an evil deed (mizzetat):
If someone has food in their mouth
And drinks with that, like an animal.16

If I see this poor behaviour (unzuht) with anyone
I advise them honestly 
To stop doing it immediately.

I also think it is not well regarded
That if you have eaten meat off a bone
To put it back into the bowl
Courtliness must be guarded from this.

Whoever wants to eat and speak at the same time
Or even speaks in his sleep
Whoever wants to to both at once
Will have little rest.

Those who like to eat mustard and sauces
Should do without the impropriety
Of sticking their fingers into it
They should be accustomed to (not doing) this.

Nobody should reach for salt with their bare hand 
Be reminded of this courtesy.17

When you want to eat eggs,
Well enkentzet (chosen?) 18and shelled
Beforehand you must wisely 
Shape the bread into points with your fingers 
So that you are never obliged
To shape it with your mouth later.
Also do not use your finger 
To reach into eggshells, as often happens
And do not practice such ill manners
As to put the shell back into the bowl.19 

drinking. 
16Again, remember drinking vessels were shared. This was about the most disgusting thing you could do.
17Sauces and condiments were served in shared bowls. Touching them with your fingers was unacceptable. Other 

sources variously state you should use your knife (which is only used to cut food and does not touch the mouth) or 
pieces of bread to transfer sauces to your bowl. Interestingly, I have yet to find any reference to dedicated sauce 
spoons. Maybe they genuinely had not thought of that solution. 

18This is another word for which commentators have no good explanation. It may have to do with choosing or 
recognising, but why this pertains to eggs is unclear to me. 

19The process described here is eating a soft-boiled egg from the shell without the aid of a spoon. This is how it works: 
First, you prepare a sufficient number of small bread wedges to sop up the egg. Then you hold the egg in one hand, 
crack it open at the pointy end, and use the bread held in your other hand to eat it. If you lacked the forethought to 
prepare enough bread, you only have one hand free – there are no eggcups – so you will be forced to shape the 



Also, dear comrades of mine,
Do not poke around your mouth with the tongue
that is poorly regarded
When you leave the table.20

Here ends this poem of table manners
May God protect us from all misfortune. Amen. 

bread with the mouth. This is unmannerly and disgusting; Nothing that entered the mouth should go out again. 
20This is a very strong prohibition. After eatring cooked meats, people likely had bits of food stuck between their teeth. 

Personal grooming kits sometimes included toothpicks along with tweezers and ear scoops to deal with this 
problem in private. Most works on manners forbid poking between the teeth with your fingers, for obvious reasons, 
and some also ban using a knife or a toothpick at the table. Also banning the use of your tongue in the privacy of 
your closed mouth goes as far as I have yet seen. 


