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Published in 1516, Poul Ræff’s Iudeorum Secreta, a 
translation of Johannes Pfefferkorn’s The Confession of 
the Jews, was a landmark in the development of anti-
Jewish polemics in Denmark. For the first time, Danes 
were presented with descriptions of Jewish ceremonies 
that aimed to portray these practices as dangerously 
anti-Christian, superstitious and deviating from ‘real’ 
Biblical Judaism. Contemporary Judaism is described as 
a rabbinical construction that is worthy of nothing but 
ridicule and mockery. Lessons in Contempt explores this 
key text that comprises a valuable source for a range of 
academic disciplines: the history of antisemitism, the 
study of Jewish-Christian relations, social history, the 
history of religious culture, and medieval and early mod-
ern Danish language and literature. This book includes 
an outline of how Jews were portrayed in medieval Dan-
ish vernacular literature; a description of Pfefferkorn’s 
life and works; a discussion of Ræff’s translation and 
publication of Iudeorum Secreta; a presentation of the 
language and style of the Danish version, as well as an 
edition of the text together with the Latin original, an 
English translation and an extensive commentary.
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A Note on Quotations 
and Transliterations

Biblical Quotations

Quotations from the Hebrew Bible are taken from the second edition of the JPS 
Hebrew-English Tanakh (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1999), 
which bases its Hebrew text on the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. New Testa-
ment quotations are from the King James Version, as are those from the Old Tes-
tament if used in a specifically Christian context. Talmudic references are to the 
Babylonian Talmud (Soncino edition) unless otherwise stated.

The transliteration of Hebrew

For well-known or established words, the common English spelling is used; for 
example, Rosh Hashanah, kosher, Yom Kippur and so on. However, for transliter-
ating Hebrew text in book titles, biblical quotations and lexical items where a 
greater precision is deemed necessary, the following system has been used:

א ’ ל l
ב b, v מ m
ג g נ n
ד d ס s
ה h ע ‛
ו w פ p, f
ז z צ ẓ
ח ḥ ק q
ט ṭ ר r
י y ש š, ś
כ k, ch ת t
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 Transliterations of Hebrew are printed in italics. For example:
	 ישִָּׂא יהְוָה פָּניָו אֵלֶיךָ, וְישֵָׂם לְךָ שָׁלוֹם
Yiśa’ yhwh [/’Adonai] panaw ’eleicha, weyaśem lecha šalom
‘The Lord lift up His countenance upon you and grant you peace!’

Vowels are written a, e, i, o and u according to their pronunciation in Modern 
Hebrew; thus, for example, qameẓ, pataḥ and ḥaṭef pataḥ are all written a (and 
qameẓ heh as ah). The ševa na is indicated by e (qedošim), and the final combina-
tion yud + consonantal waw as aw where appropriate (panaw).

Yud is represented by i when it occurs as a vowel (qedešim), y when it occurs as 
a consonant (Yešu), and yi when it occurs as both (yimaḥ). Waw is indicated by w 
when consonantal (kawanah), and either o or u when a vowel (yom, ‛aleinu).

Dageš remains unmarked in the transliteration unless it affects pronunciation; 
for example, sidur (not siddur), but šabat. Personal names and place names are 
transliterated with a capital initial letter.

Quotations from Medieval Texts

In some of the quotations from medieval Danish works, it has been necessary to 
amend the text. This is shown in the following way:

dome[t>r]	 t in the original should be read as r.

The lineation of the original has only been preserved in quotations from poetry, 
otherwise it is unmarked. The symbol || marks a page break. Abbreviations are 
italicised in transcriptions of vernacular texts, but not Latin, and rubrics are in 
bold.

English translations of these quotations are in italics with explanatory com-
ments contained in square brackets.

For the editorial principles applied in the edition of Iudeorum Secreta, see 
chapter 5.

Alphabetisation

In the biography and index, words are listed in the order of the English — not the 
Danish — alphabet. The letters ‘æ’, ‘å’ and ‘ä’ are treated as ‘a’, and ‘ø’ and ‘ö’ as 
‘o’. Furthermore, ‘aa’ comes at the beginning, not the end, of the alphabetised lists.
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Introduction

Befindis nogen Iøde her i Danmarck/ uden Geleits-Breff/ hand hafver der med for-
brut et tusinde Rix daler.
� Frider. 3. Dat. Hafn. 6. Febr. Anno 16511

When I was twenty, and travelled to Europe, the first country I visited was Denmark. 
As a Jew who had read extensively about the Holocaust since my teenage years, it 
was the only country in Europe toward which I felt unambivalent affection. Many 
other Jews I know have expressed the same sentiment.
� Rabbi Joseph Telushkin (2001)2

The story of how countless Danish men and women, at great risk both to 
themselves and their families, saved their Jewish neighbours from being 
arrested and deported to the camps of central and eastern Europe during 

World War II is well known, and rightly so. The so-called rescue action of 1943 
saved nearly the entire Danish Jewish population by evacuating them across the 
Øresund strait to neutral Sweden. Along with Bulgaria who also succeeded in 
saving a substantial portion of her own Jewish population from deportation, Den-
mark and the Danish people constitute one of the very few lights of humanity and 
hope from the dark years of the Holocaust. The rescue of the Danish Jews is de-
scribed in numerous books (fiction and non-fiction), re-enacted in films and tele-
vision programmes, included in exhibits at the Danish Resistance Museum and 
the Danish Jewish Museum (both in Copenhagen), commemorated by the sand-
stone monument at Israels Plads (Copenhagen) presented by Israel to Denmark in 

1.	 �Weylle 1652: 49: ‘If a Jew is found here in Denmark without an entry permit, he is to be fined 
1000 rigsdaler’. This was, incidentally, the maximum fine that could be paid for any crime under 
King Frederik III’s national law of Denmark from 1651.

2.	� Telushkin 2001: 415.
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1975, as well as in the Garden of the Righteous among the Nations at Yad Vashem 
in Jerusalem.3

However, the relationship between the Christian Danes and the Jews has not 
always been so cordial, and in recent years, there has been a growing scholarly 
interest concerning the perception of Jews in Denmark, in both the medieval and 
the modern eras.4 This edition of the Danish translation of Johannes Pfefferkorn’s 
Nouiter in lucem data: iudeorum secreta [‘Recently brought out into the light: 
The secrets of the Jews’; hereafter Iudeorum Secreta] from 1516 presents not only 
one of the first books to be printed on a Danish press, but also what has been re-
ferred to as the first antisemitic work in the Danish language.5 Published over a 
century before Jews were officially permitted to settle in Danish lands, the appear-
ance of this libellous tract, translated, printed and distributed by the canon and 
university rector Poul Ræff, raises a number of questions: Why was the work 
translated from Latin into Danish at all? Who was the intended readership? What 
interest did Poul Ræff have in propagating its hateful contents? In what ways did 
he rework the text during translation to address his audience?

In this edition, the background to Iudeorum Secreta is presented and discussed. 
The book is put into its literary historical context by means of an investigation of 
the depiction of Jews in earlier Danish works in the vernacular from runic inscrip-

3.	� For popular accounts in English of the story of Bulgaria’s Jewish population during World War 
II, see Bar-Zohar 1998, and on the rescue of the Danish Jews, see Pundik 1999. The story of the 
1943 Danish rescue appears, for example, in the film Miracle at Midnight (Walt Disney, 1998), 
the popular Danish television series Matador (Danmarks Radio, 1978–81) as well as in the novels 
Night of Watching by Elliot Arnold (1967) and Number the Stars by Lois Lowry (1989). The 
Danish Resistance movement as a collective — rather than as individuals — is honoured at Yad 
Vashem.

4.	� See, for example, Martin Schwarz Lausten’s comprehensive history of the relationship between 
Jews and the Church in Denmark (1992, 2000, 2002, 2005, 2007a, 2007b and 2012; cf. also re-
views in Weinholt 2003 and 2008). Studies focusing on the modern age include the collection of 
articles edited by Michael Mogensen (2002), Vilhjálmur Örn Vilhjálmsson’s work from 2005 on 
the Danes’ attitude towards and treatment of Jewish refugees in the 1930–40s, the short book to 
accompany the exhibition on antisemitism in the media at the Museum of Media in Odense 
(Stræde 2009), and Sofie Lene Bak’s publications on the experiences of the Danish Jews during 
the Second World War (2010 and 2012).

5.	� Rafael Edelmann (1948: 10) describes Iudeorum Secreta as ‘det første antisemitiske Skrift, der er 
trykt paa Dansk [the first antisemitic publication printed in Danish]’, and in Birkelund et al. 
(1949: 7), we read that Iudeorum Secreta ‘nyder den tvivlsomme Ære at være det ældste danske 
antisemitiske Skrift, der kendes [enjoys the dubious honour of being the oldest Danish antise-
mitic publication of which we know]’. More recently Henrik Horstbøll (1999: 368) wrote that this 
work is an early example of ‘et antisemitisk gejstligt progandaskrift [an antisemitic clerical piece 
of propaganda]’.



3

tions and religious poetry to pilgrimage guides and visionary literature. The lives 
and careers of Johannes Pfefferkorn and Poul Ræff are described, and their works, 
The Confession of the Jews and Iudeorum Secreta, are examined as ethnographic 
accounts of religious traditions during the Days of Awe (Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur) couched in virulent anti-Jewish polemic. The language of Ræff’s transla-
tion is also described, whilst the text itself appears with a critical apparatus and 
commentary. The Latin text of the 1508 edition (the Cologne version with the 
Nuremberg text used for variants), from which Ræff made his translations, is also 
provided in the edition for comparison. Furthermore, there is an English transla-
tion of the Danish text for those readers not familiar with Old Danish, and foreign 
(particularly Hebrew) and technical words are explained throughout. I am aware 
that I am addressing several audiences with this book: one interested in Jewish 
history, another in the Christian past, and yet another in the history of Danish 
language and literature. I beg readers for forgiveness and understanding if I sup-
ply what is to them self-evident or superfluous information — I am merely trying 
to provide explanations of technical or religious terms and phenomena for whom-
ever might need them. For those interested in following up some of the themes in 
this book, a comprehensive bibliography has been provided.

It is the author’s intention that in addition to making this unique Danish source 
from the dawn of the modern period accessible to an international readership for 
the first time, Lessons in Contempt will provide its readers with useful insights 
into the Jewish, Christian and human conditions. With its account of how Jews are 
represented in medieval Danish writing, this work will be of use to both students 
and researchers of Danish language history, social history, the history of antisem-
itism, and Jewish-Christian relations.
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CHAPTER 1

Enemies of God
The depiction of Jews in medieval 

vernacular writing in Denmark

Ingen Medynk var at finde,	 Han utrøstet maatte gaae,
Ja mit gandske Huus-Gesinde	 Raabte: Hen til Golgotha,
Pakke dig kun i en Fart,	 At vi der paa Jødisk Art
Dig paa Korset kand vanære,	 Som du paa din Ryg mon bære.
� Anon. (early eighteenth century)1

Si le juif n’existait pas, l’antisémite l’inventerait.
� Jean-Paul Sartre (1946)2

Af alle Nationer, som ere fundne paa Jorden, er den Jødiske den allerforunder-
ligste; Dens Historie begynder fra Verdens Skabelse, og gaaer lige til vor Tiid, 
da 100 andre store Nationer imidlertiid ere adspredede, og igien uddøed. Deres 
Fata ere selsomme, og saadanne, som ikke findes hos noget andet Folk; Thi man 
seer derudi intet, som er middelmaadigt, men lutter Extremiteter. Nu seer man 
dem at være en Favorit-Nation, og, (om det er tilladt saaledes at tale,) GUds 
Kiæledegge, saa at deres Historie er ikke andet end en Kiæde af Mirakler, og 
Verden synes at være skabt for deres Skyld aleene; Nu igien seer man dem ned-
siunkne udi saadan Elendighed, saa at intet Folk paa Jorden kand lignes med 

1.	� En sandfærdig Beretning om Jerusalems Skoemager, Hasverus… (Dal and Edelmann 1965: 34): 
‘[5.] There was no sympathy to be found, He had to walk without consolation. Indeed, my entire 
household shouted, “Up to Golgotha! Get a move on, so that we — in Jewish manner — can 
disgrace you there on the cross that you have to carry on your back!”’

2.	� Jean-Paul Sartre (Réflexions sur la question juive, 1946: 13): ‘If the Jew did not exist, the antise-
mite would invent him.’
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dem, saa at de, som tilforn var misundede af alle Folk, blive forvandlede til 
Verdens Skumpelskud, forhadte, forfuldte og forhaanede af alle Mennesker, og 
dog, dette u-anseet, ere ikke alleene endnu bleven ved lige, men opfylde alle 
Jordens Ekker og Hiørner.
� Ludvig Holberg (1742)3

Jews were admitted into Denmark for the first time by royal decree in 1622. 
The first Jew we know of who is registered in the kingdom is, however, from 
a little earlier, viz. Jochim the Jew in 1592 in Helsingør, Sjælland.4 Yet the 

lack of a permanent Jewish presence in Denmark did not mean that Jews were 
also absent from Danish artistic and literary works; indeed, Jews were very much 
part of cultural, literary and theological life in Denmark, albeit as fantastical, 
fabricated beings. Depictions and descriptions of Jews were everywhere, espe-
cially within the religious sphere, and they give the impression that hatred of 

3.	� Ludvig Holberg (Den Jødiske Histories Femtende Bog, cap. 17, 1742; Holberg 1933: 532–33): 
‘Of all the nations that are found on Earth, the Jewish people is the most singular; their history 
begins with the creation of the world and continues to our time, while in the meantime a hundred 
other great nations have been scattered and died out. Their fates are mysterious, and of a kind that 
cannot be found among any other people, because one cannot see anything mediocre in them, just 
sheer extremities. They are seen as being a favourite nation, and (if it is permissible to speak in 
such a way) as God’s little darlings, so that their history has been nothing but a series of miracles, 
and the world appears to have been created for them alone; then they are seen as being sunk in 
such misery that no other people on Earth can be compared to them, so that those who once were 
the envy of all people, have turned into the world’s outcasts, hated, persecuted and mocked by all 
people. And yet, in spite of this, they have not only continued to maintain their numbers, rather 
they fill every corner and cranny of the Earth.’

4.	� On Jochim the Jew, see Christensen 1987 (cf. also Heimann 1982). There are also a number of 
people with the byname ‘Jew’ in medieval Danish records, although they may well not actually 
be Jews: ‘Hr. Johannis Jødis’ (Voer hundred, 1248); ‘Jacobus Jøthæ’ (Copenhagen, n.d.); ‘Jacob 
Jothe’ (1425, Lund), ‘Anders Iøe’ (Tranekær, 1500–02); ‘Matz Iøæ’ (Tranekær, 1500–02); 
‘Morthen Iude Kellæreswen’ (1495, Sjælland); ‘Iacop Yode’ (between end of fourteenth and the 
Reformation, bell-founder in Landskrona). See Knudsen, Kristensen and Hornby 1949–64: 
524.

	 �	 The first official Jewish congregation was established in Copenhagen in 1684 by Israel 
David and Meyer Goldschmidt. The first synagogue was opened in Fredericia in 1719, and 
the first synagogue in the capital city was founded in Læderstræde in 1763, although it 
burnt down soon after in the city fire of 1795, and was replaced a number of years later by 
the great synagogue in Krystalgade. Despite there being under seven thousand Jews in 
Denmark today, there are no fewer than three Jewish congregations in Copenhagen: Mach-
sike Hadas (orthodox), Det Mosaiske Troessamfund (orthodox) and Shir Hatzafon (reform/
liberal).


