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Hans Tavsen

Hans Tavsen was born in Birkende in Funen in 1494.
He died in Ribe in 1561.

Hans Tavsen began his studies in 1516 at the University of Rostock,
where he probably studied free arts as his basis education. He studied in
Wittenberg from 1523-1524, and during that time a theological discussion
concerning state and church spread all over Europe. Hans Tavsen was
fascinated by Luther’s ideas and became a Lutheran himself.
Lutheran vicar
In 1525, Hans Tavsen was appointed Lutheran vicar in Viborg by the king.
His sermons impressed the people in Viborg, and they got caught by
the Lutheran faith. That way the Lutheran ideas spread through lots of
market towns in Denmark. Not in Ribe, however, where Iver Munk was
bishop.
Vicar in Copenhagen
In 1527 Hans Tavsen follows Luther’s example and got married. That was
a true riot against the Catholic Church and the pledge where priests and
monks swore to live in celibacy. In 1529 King Frederik I appointed Hans
Tavsen vicar at Nikolaj Church in Copenhagen. It was a very complex
time. Officially, the King was opposed to heretics, but at the same time
he sympathised with the Lutheran ideas.
In Copenhagen during the siege
Under “The Feud of the Count” Hans Tavsen and his wife were in Copenhagen and also during the siege of the city. It
is a very tiring time for everyone in the city. The army of Rantzau and Christian III prevented provisions from reaching
the city. Within the city the population stood by their protestant belief, and a year went by before the city surrendered because of starvation. Hans Tavsen’s first wife died during the poor circumstances, and Hans Tavsen also suffered from illness just prior to the city’s surrender and the Victory Parade through the city lead by Christian III.
Translations into Danish
During the siege Hans Tavsen decided
to translate the Pentateuch into Danish. He used the German translation
made by Luther and used ordinary
Danish words and no uncertain terms
in his translations.
A great part of Hans Tavsen’s authorship was “Postillen” that he finished in 1539. He wrote it for the new
Lutheran vicars as guidance to the
content of a sermon. Fragments from
the Bible and interpretations of the
Bible preached at the services were
all the knowledge common people
had about the Bible until the Danish
version was published in 1550.
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Bishop in Ribe
In 1541 Christian III decided to appoint Hans Tavsen bishop in Ribe. He took office on Sunday 30 April 1542 in Ribe
Cathedral where he was ordained by Johannes Bugenhagen, who was in town together with the King and the rest
of the bishops to agree on The 26 Articles of Ribe. The Articles were an addition to the church’s agreement, and
they formed the basis for controlling elections (vicars) and payments.
As a bishop Hans Tavsen handled many assignments. He was in charge of the re-education of the vicars and
lectured them. He composed and translated hymns. He was especially fond of Christmas and composed several
hymns for the holiday season.
In 1544 he published a hymn book, but unfortunately it doesn’t exist anymore.
In the preface of Hans Thomesens first edition of the first Danish hymn book, you can read about Hans Tavsen’s
hymns book. The first Danish hymns book was published in 1569.
Changes inside the Cathedral
During Hans Tavsen’s time as a bishop essential changes were made inside the Cathedral. The partition between
the nave and the chancel was torn down. The door in the partition is still visible in the Cathedral today. It stands
along the external wall next to the memorial stone for Iver Munk, the last Catholic bishop in Ribe. Both the door
and the memorial stone are decorated with 3 roses.
In Hans Tavsen’s opinion there was no difference between the clergy and the ordinary Christians, and therefore
they had to use the same altar. Now there was only one altar in the Cathedral, the High Altar, but before the Reformation there had been 50 altars along the aisles on the sides and one altar for the clergy. (More information in
the text “50 altars turned into 1 in Ribe Cathedral”).
The pulpit from where the vicar was preaching the new doctrine got a central position in the Cathedral. From
here the word of the Bible would be preached in Danish so everyone, both men and women, could understand it.
The baptismal font was moved from the chancel to the entrance on the western side of the Cathedral.
No more superstition and “wise women”
The fight against superstition was an important part of introducing the new belief.
This was a fight against not only the superstition in relation to the saints, but also
the common superstition among people.
Hans Tavsen admonished the vicars not to
preach false doctrine and to fight the superstition.
King Christian III visited Ribe in order to
consult Hans Tavsen, and they decided to
employ a medical doctor under the Cathedral. He was the only trained physician in
Jutland, and with this employment followed injunctions against the use of “wise women” and fortune tellers.
This way of thinking grew stronger during the Renaissance, and from Ribe we know of one famous “wise woman”, Maren Spliid who was condemned as a witch and burnt at the stake in 1641.
Conflicts between church and nobility
After the new church order there were many conflicts between the church and the nobility, who claimed their
rights to the manors, estates and fortunes from before the Reformation. Hans Tavsen had to conduct the right
policy when dealing with the nobility. He had to follow the coronation charter between the King and the nobility,
and at the same time he had to make sure that the conflicts were solved fair and square. This caused a lot of issues where Tavsen opposed against the nobility; the schools where the poor pupils were dependent on the economic situation of the school, and the hospitals dependent upon their earnings to be able to take care of the sick and
poor, something the convents took care of before the Reformation. Hans Tavsen struggled for the hospital to get a
share or 1/10 of the earnings in the parish to run the hospital.
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Morality had to be guarded
Cases on marriage, poverty and begging were all handled by
Hans Tavsen. He had to interfere between struggling partners,
investigate infidelity and bigamy.
Begging wasn’t allowed in town for others than the pupils.
They wore a hood so people could recognise them. Other beggars were banished from the town.
After the Reformation injunctions were made to prevent luxury and exaggerated greatness at parties or the like. Tavsen
made rules on issues such as a maximum of 4 godfathers at
christenings, and the cost of their gifts couldn’t be more than 1
daler (an Old Danish coin worth approx. 2 DKK).
In the Act of 1561 from Ribe it is stated how many people could attend a wedding, that only 30 women were allowed to attend a baptism, and it was described thoroughly what the mother could wear the first time she came
to church after giving birth. The maids’ dresses couldn’t be velvet slippers or ermine robe, and no pearls either.
All in all morality had to be guarded, and while Tavsen was bishop in Ribe, a case of incest between a father
and his daughter in Tønder ended with decapitation as punishment.
Hans Tavsen was in close contact with Wittenberg and the Court while working as a bishop in Ribe, and he
solved many important assignments that were of importance to Denmark during the Reformation, and the built a
new church. His motto was that each day he didn’t face resistance, Gods mercy couldn’t be with him.
Hans Tavsen is buried beneath the pulpit
Hans Tavsen lost his first wife during the siege of Copenhagen. She gave birth to 4 children. With his second wife
he had 9 children. We only know of 5, but some may have died very young.
Anne, his second wife, lived on for 4 years after his death in 1561. He was buried right in front of the pulpit in
Ribe Cathedral.
Outside the Cathedral there is a statue of Hans Tavsen. He has got the Bible in his hand.
This text was written using the book “Fire store Ripensere” (“Five great citizens of Ribe”) by Torben Bramming as a source.
The book tells us about Hans Tavsen, Peter Hegelund, Anders Sørensen Vedel and Hans Adolph Brorson.
The book was published by Tårnborg in 2008.

Assignments

1.	Read the text on Hans Tavsen.
2.	Work with the tasks chosen by your teacher from
		 www.paedagogiskudvikling.esbjergkommune.dk
		 Undervisning om Ribe (Instruction about Ribe)
		 Reformationen i Ribe (Reformation in Ribe)
3.	Conduct a search on Hans Tavsen and the Reformation on www.danskhistorie.dk
4.	Conduct a search on Hans Tavsen and the Reformation on www.kristendomskundskab.dk
5.	Sing “På tave bondens ager” (GPS task “Rest in peace Iver!”).
6.	Create a comic strip or a play about Hans Tavsen.
7.	Test your knowledge about the Reformation on the coupon (task 2).
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